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The Musical Heritage of Incarceration: 
The Curation, Dissemination, and Management of the Lomax Collection Prison Songs 
Velia Ivanova 
This dissertation examines the mediation of the public’s encounters with recordings of field hollers, 
work songs, and blues music collected by the folklorists John and Alan Lomax in prisons of the U.S. 
South from the 1930s to the 1950s. These recordings have, over the years, reached audiences through 
numerous songbooks and commercial recordings and have become important documents of the 
musical and cultural heritage of the United States. At the same time, they raise important issues about 
prison labor, the profits and practices of ethnography, and the racial politics amplifying both of these 
issues, given that they were collected by white folklorists and primarily feature the voices of Black men 
incarcerated in segregated prisons. I trace the histories of the recordings’ acquisition, management, 
and dissemination—histories that involve not only the Lomaxes and the people whose voices are 
recorded, but also a variety of individual and institutional agents including prison administrators, 
public research facilities, non-governmental charitable organizations, and commercial corporations. I 
argue that these individuals and institutions have dealt with the Lomax prison recordings in a manner 
that has both responded to and shaped discourses about incarceration, race, gender, class, and morality 
in the United States. Over four chapters, I track the changing status of the recordings between 1933, 
when the Lomaxes first traveled to prisons and, in many ways, set the standard for prison song 
collection going forward, and the present day, when questions of musical heritage, justice, and 
repatriation largely motivate discussions around the collection and its management. My focus on this 
changing status over a span of nearly a century requires me to take approaches throughout: extensive 
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INTRODUCTION 
Over the last century, audiences have gained unprecedented access to music produced in prisons. 
Developments in portable recording technology and an increased curiosity and investment in the 
realities of imprisonment have contributed to the proliferation of music performed by incarcerated 
people. These sonic products have undoubtedly influenced the public’s ideas of prison life. Among 
the first people to record and disseminate music from prisons were the father and son duo of 
folklorists, John and Alan Lomax, who traveled to more than fifteen different prisons in the U.S. 
South on over twenty-five different trips from the 1930s and 1950s, amassing a vast archive of 
recordings featuring the voices of incarcerated people.  
In this dissertation, I trace the histories of the curation, management, and dissemination of 
the recordings the Lomaxes collected in prisons. These histories involve not only the Lomaxes and 
the people whose voices are recorded, but also a variety of individual and institutional agents including 
prison administrators, government research facilities, non-governmental charitable organizations, and 
commercial corporations. I argue that these individuals and institutions have engaged with the Lomax 
prison recordings in a manner that has both responded to and shaped discourses about incarceration 
in the United States. 
The recordings the Lomaxes collected in prisons have, over the years, reached audiences 
through numerous songbooks and commercial recordings and have become important documents of 
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the musical and cultural heritage of the United States.1 The most crucial and well-known among the 
Lomaxes’ encounters in prison took place in July 1933 at the Louisiana State Penitentiary when the 
two folklorists met and recorded a pivotal figure in folk and blues music, Huddie “Lead Belly” 
Ledbetter, and subsequently entered into a longstanding and influential collaboration with him.2 Even 
beyond their work with Ledbetter, however, the music collected on the Lomaxes travels has been 
indispensable to American cultural life. Among the voices featured on their recordings are those of 
James “Ironhead” Baker, Mose “Clear Rock” Platt, Will Crosby, R. D. Allen, and Allen Prothero, 
along with many other singers.3 The recordings include versions of “Stewball,” a song that later gained 
popularity in performances by Woody Guthrie and Peter, Paul, and Mary, as well as a number of 
variants of the classic ballad “John Henry,” and the first known recording of “Goodnight Irene,” the 
 
1 The recordings are held in several different Lomax collections at the American Folklife Center, The Library 
of Congress, Washington, D.C. In addition, many of these recordings have been digitized and are available 
online through the Association for Cultural Equity, a not-for-profit charitable organization. Versions of the 
songs collected on all the Lomax prison trips have been popularized through the publication of printed folk 
collections including John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax eds., Folk Song USA (New York: Dell, Sloan and Pierce, 
1947) and idem., Our Singing Country: Folk Songs and Ballads (New York: Dover, [1941] 2000) as well as through 
recordings such as Alan Lomax, Parchman Farm: Photographs and Field Recordings, 1947–1959, Dust to Digital 
DTD–37, 2014, CD. 
2 John Szwed, Alan Lomax: The Man who Recorded the World (New York: Viking Penguin, 2010), 59-76. The 
spelling of Ledbetter’s nickname is disputed and varies from publication to publication. Kip Lornell and Charles 
K. Wolfe, in their biography The Life and Legend of Leadbelly (New York: Harper Perennial, 1992) write: “During 
the 1930s and 1940s it was usually spelled as two words, but gradually, over the past forty years, it has been 
reduced to a single word: Leadbelly. The family is not unanimous in its support for either form, though most 
would probably opt for two words. We decided, however, that current conventions should prevail because 
“Leadbelly” is the way most people are used to seeing it spelled today.” (xv) In this dissertation, I have chosen 
to use the two-word spelling, as it appears to have been favored by him and it appears on the letterhead that he 
used in the 1940s. It is also the spelling the Lomaxes often used in their publications. When quoting directly, I 
have conserved the spelling in the original material. The question on whether to use his legal name (Huddie 
Ledbetter) or his nickname (Lead Belly) further complicates the matter. In that case, I follow the example of 
Jennifer Lynn Stoever who, in The Sonic Color Line: Race and the Cultural Politics and Listening (New York: New 
York University Press, 2016), choses to “move between uses of Ledbetter (the man) and Lead Belly (his 
performance identity) as context dictates,” 305. 
3 The Lomaxes refer to many of the singers using their prison nicknames. Although, for the most part, I have 
chosen to refer to these men using their full names, just like in the case of Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter, I 
have also retained their nicknames in quotation marks, as this is oftentimes how they were best known both to 
listeners of their music and their peers. See Chapter 4 for a more detailed discussion of prison nicknames. 
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Lead Belly tune that is often credited as having started the folk revival in 1950 in a cover by The 
Weavers.4 
The cultural importance of these recordings demonstrates a value placed—both by the 
Lomaxes and by those who have used, managed, disseminated, and consumed their materials—on 
prisoners as producers of cultural and commercial documents. At the same time, the recordings also 
raise issues about the realities of prison labor, about the profits of ethnography, as well as about the 
racial politics that complicate both of these issues, given that they were collected by two white 
folklorists and primarily feature the voices of Black men incarcerated in segregated prisons. In 
discussing this collection, I therefore seek to contribute to an ongoing conversation about the prison’s 
place in American society, about the racialized nature of punishment in the United States, and about 
the role prisoners have had and continue to have in creating important cultural products. 
The Lomax Prison Recordings: Cultural Value and Controversy 
The Lomaxes collected their earliest set of prison recordings for a national governmental institution, 
the Archive of American Folksong (AFS), a subdivision of the Library of Congress founded in 1928 
with the purpose of preserving “all the poems and melodies that have spring from [U.S.] soil or have 
been transplanted here, and have been handed down, often with manifold changes from generation 
to generation as a precious possession of [American] folk.”5 Even before their association with the 
AFS, however, the Lomaxes were participants in a genealogy of scholars who sought to introduce 
 
4 Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory & American Roots Music. (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000), 74. 
5 Carl Engel, “Division of Music,” in Report of the Librarian of Congress for the Fiscal Year Ending June 1928 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1928), 143-144. The Archive of American Folk Song, 
which, since 1978, has been known as the Archive of Folk Culture at the American Folklife Center, was 
originally established under the auspices of the Library’s Music Division. For more on the history of the Archive 
of American Folk Song see Peter Bartis, “A History of the Archive of Folk Song at the Library of Congress: 
The First Fifty Years” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1982). 
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Americans to the richness of their folk heritage. John Lomax began work on this project as early as 
1911 with his publication Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads, which featured a foreword by former 
president Theodore Roosevelt characterizing it as “work emphatically worth doing.”6 In the 
introduction to this volume, Lomax expressed his desire to unify the nation by introducing American 
city dwellers to what he had seen and heard on his travels across the rural parts of the country, in what 
he called “the wild, faraway places of the big and still unpeopled west… the canyons along the Rocky 
Mountains…the mining camps of Nevada and Montana, and … the remote cattle ranches of Texas, 
New Mexico, and Arizona.”7 Lomax’s work on the diverse traditions of cowboy music in this book 
also spurred his interest in secular Black folk music. Although the scarcity of funding for folklore 
ventures in the first part of the century forced him to undertake alternate career paths—including 
being a bonds salesman between 1917 and 1931—the folkloristic work he did in the 1910s would 
continue to motivate both his career and that of his son for decades to come.8 
In 1933, when the two Lomaxes first traveled to prisons in Texas, Louisiana, and Mississippi, 
they were again spurred by a desire to protect America’s folk heritage.9 Their initial prison trip was 
partially sponsored by the Library of Congress. The Library provided funds for their travel and lodging 
expenses and additional funds came from the Rockefeller Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation.10 
The Lomaxes were not, at this point in their lives, salaried employees of the Library of Congress. John 
Lomax was an unpaid Honorary Curator of the AFS and Alan did not acquire a paid position as the 
 
6 John A. Lomax, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads (New York: Sturgis and Walton, 1911). 
7 Lomax, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads, xvii. 
8 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 14. 
9 The details of trip, as well as the Lomaxes’ subsequent work in prisons, are frequently discussed in scholarly 
literature. Descriptions can be found in Szwed, Alan Lomax, 38–58, as well as in Alan Lomax, The Land where 
the Blues Began (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 256–313. 
10 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 34.  
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Archive’s Assistant in Charge until 1935. Crucially for their project, however, officials at the Library 
furnished the two folklorists with letters of introduction and thus provided them with the authority 
of a national, governmental institution. While the official capacity in which the Lomaxes traveled 
occasionally unnerved some of their informants, for the most part the Library’s imprimatur allowed 
them to navigate spaces that were out of reach for less well-connected folklorists. They traveled across 
the country and recorded in logging camps, ranches, churches, and farms. Among the spaces in which 
they recorded were also some of the most opaque institutions in the U.S. at the time: the segregated 
prisons of the South. 
On this 1933 trip, John—an already seasoned folklorist—and Alan—a budding one, with a 
rich career ahead of him—made recordings that consisted mostly of field hollers, work songs, and 
blues music. The performances they recorded almost exclusively featured Black men.11 After the end 
of their trip, the Lomaxes deposited the materials they had collected at the Archive of American 
Folksong and started seeking out ways for this project to continue. And continue it did. In the years 
that followed, the father-and-son duo made a sizable number of recordings behind bars and, after 
John’s death in 1948, Alan continued this work on his own.  The Lomaxes recorded in many non-
carceral locations and had wide-ranging careers. Surpassing his father’s already prolific output, Alan 
Lomax would go on to work with noted folklorists like Zora Neale Hurston, Mary Elizabeth Barnicle, 
and John Wesley Work Jr.,. He collected music in Haiti, the Bahamas, and Italy, among many other 
places, and developed complex scientific systems for the analysis of music, language, and dance. While 
being deeply influenced by the work he did with his father, Alan Lomax would forge a largely divergent 
path for his career. In part, this divergence owed itself to the personal political differences between 
the two folklorists, particularly when it came to race. John Lomax highly valued the musical and artistic 
 
11 The Lomaxes did, later on, record female prisoners. See p. 13 of this dissertation. 
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production of the Black people whom he recorded. At the same time, as Jerrold Hirsch has pointed 
out, he understood Black culture as harkening to a primitive past and did not hold the egalitarian views 
espoused by his son. Alan, meanwhile, was connected to the New Left and sought to advocate not 
only for the music he collected but also for the communities in which he recorded and the people he 
met through his work.12 John and Alan Lomax disagreed and often fought intensely over their opinions 
on this topic. These personal opinions, in turn, were amplified by the context in which each of them 
worked. Their early collaborative work first appeared in the context of the New Deal and was an 
attempt to amplify the rich folkloric heritage of the United States. Meanwhile, the work that Alan 
Lomax did after his father’s death reflected both his longstanding involvement with the New Left and 
the later context of the Civil Rights movement, in which Black liberation took center stage. Even in 
light of the Lomaxes’ unique careers, however, the music they recorded in prisons remains a central 
part of their legacy. 
The Lomaxes first came to the idea of recording in prisons because they were working under 
the conviction that the survival of Black American folk music in the U.S. South was threatened due 
to a combination of influences (desegregation, northern migration, and the radio, among them) and 
they saw Southern prisons—segregated institutions where white wardens and guards exacted vile 
forms of punishment on Black prisoners who worked on chain gangs from sunup to sundown—as 
some of the only remaining repositories of Black American folksong.13 Their assumption that prisons 
contained such material proved to be not wholly incorrect, as it was based on the premise that, in 
 
12 Jerrold Hirsch, “Modernity, Nostalgia, and Southern Folklore Studies: The Case of John Lomax,” The 
Journal or American Folklore 105.416 (Spring 1992): 182–207. 
13 The reasoning behind the initial prison trip is described by the Lomaxes in many of their writings, but is 
perhaps most concisely expressed in the funding proposal for the project submitted to the Carnegie Foundation 
by Alan Lomax in 1933. This proposal is quoted in John Lomax, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter (New York: 
Macmillan, 1947), 129 and Szwed, Alan Lomax, 38. 
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most ways, these segregated prisons functioned as a direct continuation of the institution of slavery. 
Due to the provisions of the thirteenth amendment—which prohibited slavery “except as punishment 
for crime”— the men the Lomaxes recorded were subjected to treatment that hardly differed in its 
racism and brutality from that endured by their enslaved ancestors.14 The parallels between 
enslavement and imprisonment were also underscored by the fact that many of the prisons the 
Lomaxes visited were built on former slave plantations and still, in colloquial usage, retained their 
former nicknames. The Mississippi State Penitentiary, where the Lomaxes made numerous recordings 
was called “Parchman Farm,” after the family that had owned the land on which the prison was built. 
The Louisiana State Penitentiary, meanwhile, bore the nickname “Angola,” said to have come from 
the ancestral country of the people previously enslaved at the plantation. The Lomaxes—particularly 
the then eighteen-year-old Alan who was a leftist thinker attuned to issues of worker exploitation—
acknowledged the harsh and unjust reality of the prisoners’ lives.15 They also saw that prisons 
functioned not only as archives of folksong, but also as places in which the tradition of Black American 
music-making was alive and developing. The Lomaxes were determined to preserve this tradition 
before it disappeared.16 
 
14 The continuity between slavery and the carceral state allowed by the thirteenth amendment has been explored 
with increasing frequency in recent years. See Angela Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories 
Press, 2003) and Dennis Childs, Slaves of the State: Black Incarceration from the Chain Gang to the Penitentiary 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015). Meanwhile, historian David Oshinsky has described life at 
the Mississippi State Penitentiary as “worse than slavery.” See his “Worse than Slavery”: Parchman Farm and the 
Ordeal of Jim Crow Justice (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997). The sonic connections between antebellum 
singing and music in the prisons of the U.S. South are addressed in many of the Lomaxes’ writings, but also in 
H. Bruce Franklin, Prison Literature in America: The Victim as Criminal and Artist (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1989), 73–122. 
15 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 32. 
16 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 31–76. 
 8 
In the prisons the Lomaxes visited, music had a wide array of purposes. Years later, the 
folklorist Bruce Jackson described what he understood to be the purpose of music in such settings. 
Like the Lomaxes, Jackson focused his work on male prisoners, writing:  
When a man enters prison for the first time, he may choose one of three modes of adaptation: 
he may go stir-crazy; he may encapsulate himself in a mental shell of one kind or another; he 
may adjust. Most men choose the third mode. They learn the ways of prison life, the factors 
that make for an independent world: the language and code, the stories and sayings, and, 
sometimes, the songs.17  
Many of the reasons for which prisoners sang in these settings also revealed the connections between 
enslavement and imprisonment, as did the musical genres they performed. The people who sang for 
the Lomaxes exhibited knowledge of a wealth of material and the two folklorists recorded 
performances in a multitude of genres. However—perhaps with the exception of the early recordings 
of Huddie Ledbetter, made at the Louisiana State Penitentiary, a prison where singing while working 
was not allowed—the two genres most emblematic of the Lomax prison song collection bear close 
links to the forced labor to which enslaved Black Americans were subjected in the Antebellum South. 
These were work songs and field hollers. Work songs, sometimes alternatively billed as “chain gang 
songs,” were performed by groups of people working together.18 Through a call-and-response, in such 
songs, a leader helps the group work in rhythmic synchronicity. In 1934, John Lomax described the 
setting in which he and his son encountered such songs in the following manner: 
The dust rises stifling from a Mississippi River bottom, made inaccessible to cooling breezes 
by heavy fringes of surrounding timber. By three o’clock in the afternoon the black convicts 
are tired, and worn out from the day’s work that started at dawn. Heat, insupportable heat, 
seems to pour from a cruelly cloudless sky. The weary blacks, nevertheless, sing to a 
mournfully sad tune, with a wail for a chorus, a song in a slow rhythm fitted to the work they 
are doing: 
 
17 Bruce Jackson, “Prison Folklore,” The Journal of American Folklore 78.310 (1965): 317–329. 
18 For more on prison work songs, as well as a variety types of songs of labor see Ted Gioia, Work Songs 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2006). 
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You oughta been here in 1904, 
Lawd, Lawd, Lawd!19 
While this passage is characteristic of the often romanticizing and exoticizing language the 
elder Lomax employed in discussions of Black music, the description of the prison setting he gives 
his readers evokes a much earlier account of work songs under enslavement recorded in the writing 
of Frederick Douglass: 
Slaves are generally expected to sing as well as to work. A silent slave is not liked by masters 
or overseers. ‘Make a noise,’ ‘make a noise’ and ‘bear a hand,’ are the words usually addressed 
to the slaves when there is silence amongst them. This may account for the almost constant 
singing heard in the southern states. There was, generally, more or less singing among the 
teamsters, as it was one means of letting the overseer know where they were, and that they 
were moving on with the work.20 
In the 1960s, Bruce Jackson would evince a similar opinion on the purposes of singing in 
prisons of the U.S. South. In his observations, work songs “kept a man from being singled out for 
whipping because he worked too slow.” It also, however served a number of other purposes: they 
“helped supply a meter for work,” “helped pass the time,” and “offered a partial outlet for the inmates’ 
tensions and frustrations and angers.”21  
In the prisons the Lomaxes visited, the tradition of surveillance and forced labor through 
music continued through work songs but also through hollers. Hollers were also songs of labor, but 
were performed on solitary work assignments. Unlike work songs performed by groups, the soloistic 
hollers recorded by the Lomaxes are much more rhythmically free and feature extensive vocalizations 
 
19 John A. Lomax, “‘Sinful Songs’ of the Southern Negro,” The Musical Quarterly 20.2 (April 1934): 184. The 
song Lomax quotes is “Ain’t No More Can on the Brazos.” It exists in the Lomax archive in multiple versions, 
including one sung by Ernest Williams, James “Ironhead” Baker and unidentified group, Central State Farm, 
Sugar Land, Texas. AFS 00199 A01. Recorded by John A. Lomax, December, 1933. 
20 Frederick Douglass, Life and times of Frederick Douglass: His Early Life as a Slave, His Escape from Bondage, and his 
Complete History (New York: Collier Books, 1962 [1855].) 
21 Bruce Jackson, liner notes for Wake Up Dead Man: Black Convict Worksongs from Texas Prisons (Rounder Records 
RO 2013, 1994). 
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and improvisations. Although early accounts of hollers, some of which are addressed in Chapter 4 of 
this dissertation, give little information about experiences of singers in this genre, Eileen Southern has 
suggested that, before Emancipation, as well as after, hollers could serve multiple purposes. They 
could be tools of surveillance, as suggested by Douglass, but they could also be “a call for water, food, 
or help, a call to let others know where [the singer] was working, or simply a cry of loneliness, sorrow, 
or happiness.”22   
The Lomaxes’ early work in prisons coincided with (and, to a degree, inspired) a 
contemporaneous increase in interest in Black secular folklore. In the years surrounding the 
foundation of the American Folklore Society in 1888, the study of folklore in the United States was 
dominated by the work and legacy of scholars such as Francis James Child and Cecil Sharp, who 
understood the country’s folk music to solely consist of remnants of old English Ballads.23 While 
attention had been paid attention to Black folklore—notably through the publication of Slave Songs of 
the United States in 1867, as well as through the work of groups like the Fisk Jubilee Singers—the focus 
was largely on spirituals, which scholars often argued were adaptations of white religious music.24 And 
although collectors like Jesse Walter Fewkes and Frances Densmore recorded Native American music, 
the bulk of the attention of folklorists remained on English ballads and the U.S. was conceived by 
 
22 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans (New York: Norton, 1983), 165. 
23 The manifold changes that folk music in the United States underwent in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century have been described in detail in the work of historians of folklore. See Benjamin Filene, 
Romancing the Folk, 9–46; Rosemary Zumwalt, American Folklore Scholarship: A Dialogue of Dissent (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1988). 
24 William Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware, and Lucy McKim Garrison eds, Slave Songs of the United States 
(New York: A. Simpson and Company, 1867); Fisk Jubilee Singers and Theodore F. Seward eds, Jubilee Songs: 
As Sung by the Jubilee Singers of Fisk University (New York: Biglow & Main, 1872). In the introduction to Slave 
Songs of the United States, Allen Ware and Garrison lament that they were able to find few secular Black songs in 
their study, vi–vii. 
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many to be no more than a repository of distant remnants of a European past.25 Thus, Black secular 
folk song remained outside of the realm of American folklore study and publication. A number of 
publications very early on in the twentieth century—John A. Lomax’s work on cowboy ballads 
included—began to shift attention to music that had grown on U.S. soil and was therefore “uniquely 
American.”26 It was not until the 1920s and early 1930s with the widespread use of recording 
technology that Black secular songs began receiving concerted attention in publications, as well as at 
institutions like the Archive of American Folk Song. 
The recording, archiving, and publication of such songs were not an uncontested matter, 
however. Black cultural leaders in the U.S. South often opposed attempts from folklorists like the 
Lomaxes to record secular songs in their communities. Part of this resistance came from a desire to 
protect their communities from meddling white outsiders and a worry about how these outsiders 
would present these communities to their audiences, which were largely white at the time. Parallel to 
this worry, however, ran the fact that to Black members of a number of Christian denominations, 
secular songs of the type sought by folklorists constituted sacrilege. In 1934, a year after the first prison 
recording trip the Lomaxes took, John Lomax described objections to their work on such grounds. 
Some of these objections came from incarcerated men who had converted to Christianity and either 
refused to sing for the Lomaxes or did so with trepidation. These objections, Lomax argued, owed 
themselves to the status of Black secular song in the broader context of the U.S. South. As he put it: 
There are particular reasons for the Negro’s almost universal neglect of his secular or “sinful 
songs,” songs far more numerous than the spirituals, and certainly, it seems to me, more 
 
25 The work of Fewkes and Densmore has been explored in Erica Brady, A Spiral Way: How the Phonograph 
Changed Ethnography (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1999). On the politics and present-day issues 
surrounding such work, see Lyz Jaakola and Timothy B. Powell, “‘The Songs Are Alive’: Bringing Frances 
Densmore’s Recordings Back Home to Ojibwe Country,” 575–590; and Trevor Reed, “Reclaiming Ownership 
of the Indigenous Voice: The Hopi Music Repatriation Project,” in The Oxford Handbook of Musical Repatriation, 
ed. Frank Gunderson, Robert C. Lancefield, and Bret Woods (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2019), 
627–653. 
26 John A. Lomax, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads (New York: Sturgis and Walton, 1911). 
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original and revealing. Negro spirituals abound in idioms and phrases drawn directly from the 
Bible and from the older white spirituals. The secular songs treat of subjects vital to the 
Negro’s life, every day of the week—his hates, his loves, his earthly trials and privations 
(including the injustice of the whites), hunger, thirst, cold, heat, his physical well-being, his 
elementary reactions; while the spirituals devote themselves mainly to the emotions aroused 
by death, the fear of Hell, the hope of Heaven, voiced and dwelled upon, usually, on the 
Sabbath only. The secular songs deal with situations as old as the Negro race; the spirituals, 
with a religion adopted in comparatively recent times. 
 
Of these two types of musical expression [the spiritual and the secular song], distinctly 
separated into two definite classes by the Negro mind, one, the secular songs, is taboo, 
emphatically taboo, to all Negro ministers, all Negro teachers, and to practically all Negroes 
of any educational attainments whatever. They are “sinful songs,” songs that definitely connect 
them with their former barbaric life. Those that sing them cannot be church members–-they 
are social outcasts.27 
The taboo status of what Lomax describes as “sinful songs,” although here reflected through the 
interpretation of a white folklorist, was accepted by many Black churchgoers. For instance, a number 
of successful blues recordings artists stopped singing secular music after turning to religion. As Angela 
Davis reports in Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, for instance, after retiring from the stage, Gertrude 
“Ma” Rainey became a member of the Friendship Baptist Church in Columbus, Georgia and “spent 
the last years of her life as a Christian devotee, refusing to sing the blues and fervently supporting the 
church and its institutions.”28 Ethel Waters followed a similar path. Albeit continuing to record music 
after joining the church, she turned her focus to religious songs. 29 
Although folk music was a central topic of concern among many artists and members of the 
Black intelligentsia and middle class—particularly in the wake of the Harlem Renaissance, which drew 
heavily on the expressive possibilities of the blues—trepidations persisted. Many were troubled not so 
much by the immoral nature of the songs, as religious people were, but rather by the contradictions 
 
27 John A. Lomax, “‘Sinful Songs’ of the Southern Negro,” 183. Throughout this dissertation, I have retained 
the outdated term “Negro” in original quotations from older sources. 
28 Angela Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday (New York: 
Random House, 1999), 125. 
29 Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, 125. 
 13 
between the beauty and moral value inherent in Black secular folklore and the thrusting into the 
limelight of farmers, prisoners, and other members of the Black working class. As Langston Hughes 
details in his essay “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” some wealthier Black Americans 
sought to divorce themselves from the heritage of Black folklore and, according to him, to engage in 
“the race toward whiteness, the desire to pour racial individuality into the mold of American 
standardization, and to be as little Negro and as much American as possible.”30 More recently, 
historian, literary scholar, and activist John S. Wright has summed up the complicated reasoning 
behind such trepidations in his interpretation of what an artist like Lead Belly meant to members of 
the Black intelligentsia: 
A man of prodigious physical strength, emotional volatility, unpredictable violence, and 
indisputable creativity, unschooled if not unassuming, [Lead Belly] was shaped by record, film, 
and the printed page into the prototypic national image of the “folk Negro.” For the recording 
industry, his songs were a golden hedge against hard times. For the generation of newly 
professional folklorists that the Lomaxes represented, he was a “find” that helped buttress the 
assault of the Depression era folklore radical democrats against the old aristocratic folklore 
scholarship. For the thinkers and artists of the black world-within-a-world from which he 
came, however, Leadbelly made concrete an old enigma alternately energizing and 
embarrassing—and one left largely unplumbed by the outspokenly “folk conscious” New 
Negro movement of the twenties. Lawbreaker, illiterate, brawler, boozer, womanizer, 
cottonpicker, and vagrant; singer of prison dirges, work songs, cowboy ballads, children’s 
songs, spirituals, lullabies, and barrel-house blues, Leadbelly was a grinning, gold-toothed 
incongruity. Vernacular tradition’s “nachal man” incarnate, he was in one rough frame the 
bruised and imbruted “man farthest down” for whom Booker T. Washington and the 
organizations of racial uplift had lowered their proverbial buckets, and he was the voice of 
that transcendent “Negro genius” which W. E. B. Du Bois and the Talented Tenth had exalted 
as creator of “the most beautiful expressions of human experience born this side of the seas.”31 
 In addition, the matter of two white folklorists forging representations of Black working-class 
men through their work brought forth uncomfortable reminiscences of the stereotyping present in 
blackface minstrelsy. As authors writing on the emergence and popularization of the field of folklore 
 
30 Langston Hughes, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” The Nation, June 23, 1926, 692–93. 
31 John S. Wright, “The New Negro Poet and the Nachal Man: Sterling Brown’s Folk Odyssey,” Black American 
Literature Forum 23.1 (Spring, 1989): 95–105. In many of the older sources quoted throughout this dissertation, 
including this one, the word “black” as a racial descriptor is not capitalized. I have retained the original spelling 
in quotations, although in my own writing the word is capitalized. 
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in the early twentieth century have frequently pointed out, minstrelsy and folklore have a contiguous 
history. Karl Hagstrom Miller has argued on one hand there is a contrast between folklore and 
minstrelsy: white minstrels often presented purportedly “genuine” black music, while folklorists 
sought out members of specific racial and regional communities for the purposes of “authenticity.”32 
On the other hand, as Miller puts it, “the folkloric paradigm ascended, in part, by inheriting and 
perpetuating some of the qualities of minstrel authenticity,” regional and racial stereotypes among 
them.33 Robert Cantwell has identified similar connections between folklore and minstrelsy.34 In his 
1996 book When We Were Good, he writes: 
The invention of a folk is historically allied to the larger collective project of inventing the 
black Other and of assigning the cultural indicators within which the black social being remains 
circumscribed and controlled. It is instructive that the leitmotif of blackface minstrelsy, the 
abolition debate, reemerged in the folk revival of this century as the civil rights movement, 
and that the folk-music heroes from both periods have often been those men and women who 
successfully negotiated the difficult passage between black and white culture, or who, while 
vigorously championing black political causes and expressive modes, remained cautiously on 
their own side of a cultural and racial boundary they had themselves drawn. Minstrelsy and 
blackface, and related forms of racial ventriloquism and imitation, were decisive means of 
accomplishing this.35 
Because of these connections between folklore and minstrelsy, some of the contemporaneous 
concerns of the Black intelligentsia with the Lomaxes’ work can be understood in light of the long 
history of stereotyping blackness, and particularly of Black masculinity through music. Cantwell’s 
passage, however, also crucially identifies another important aspect folkloristic work of the type the 
Lomaxes did: i.e., the fact that this work had to “[negotiate] the difficult passage between black and 
white culture.” In negotiating this passage, the Lomaxes faced critiques not only from Black audiences, 
 
32 Karl Hagstrom Miller, Segregating Sound: Inventing Folk and Pop Music in the Age of Jim Crow (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2010), 4–6. 
33 Miller, Segregating Sound, 6. 
34 Robert Cantwell, When We Were Good: The Folk Revival (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996). 
35 Cantwell, When We Were Good, 54–55. 
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but from white ones as well.  White people, of course, did not have as much at stake when it came to 
the representation of Black folk culture. They did not risk, as Black people did, being misrepresented, 
stereotyped, and lumped in together as poor, uncultured, and delinquent. Still, as we will see 
throughout this dissertation, they also initially expressed trepidation about secular Black folklore in 
general and prison songs in particular. 
By entering this negotiation between Black and white audiences through the lens of Black 
music, the Lomaxes therefore became participants in a long history which, as Katrina Dyonne 
Thompson has shown, far predates the emergence of blackface minstrelsy. This is a history which has 
its roots in the musical practices under slavery when, Thompson argues, “music and dance, while 
offering an avenue for achievement…also contributed to the persistent degradation of black culture 
and people through the stereotypes associated with African Americans and entertainment.”36 As 
Thompson crucially points out, there was a “dual significance” of such musical practices in the 
antebellum period: “on one hand, these forced performances were key in constructing white 
stereotypes of blacks, but on the other, they served as a means for blacks to construct their identity 
and retain their cultures.”37 As this dissertation shows, the Lomax prison recordings, which were also 
in some cases “forced performances,” spoke, at times, in drastically different ways to Black and white 
audiences.   
Ultimately, however the recordings the Lomaxes collected came to be influential and widely 
heard musical objects. As we will see throughout this dissertation, they have been important to 
convincing audiences of the value of Black secular music in the United States and, later, on were 
 
36 Katrina Dyonne Thompson, Ring Shout, Wheel About: The Racial Politics of Music and Dance in North American 
Slavery (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2014), 2. 
37 Thompson, Ring Shout, Wheel About, 6. 
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central to accounts of the connections between Black American song and African music. For instance, 
in The Power of Black Music Samuel Floyd writes: 
The calls, cries, and hollers of field workers and rivermen had been widespread, central, 
influential, and indispensable in slave culture from the beginning. All this music, in substance 
or in form, directly or indirectly, derived from African ritual and performance practice. This 
is confirmed by [Alan] Lomax, who has demonstrated that except in small ways, “Afro-
American [song] style is virtually identical with that of the homeland.”38 
In addition, although the Lomaxes were not the first folklorists to take interest in the music 
of incarcerated people, they inspired a number of folklorists to follow in their footsteps and seek out 
similar styles and genres in prisons of the U.S. South. Between 1952 and 1959 Harry Oster collected 
a wide range of music at the Louisiana State Penitentiary: a prison where the Lomaxes made some of 
their most famous recordings.39 A few years later, in 1966, Pete, Toshi and Daniel Seeger, along with 
Bruce Jackson also traveled to a carceral space the Lomaxes had visited: The Huntsville Unit, at the 
Texas State Penitentiary. The songs collected of this trip can be heard on a documentary titled Afro-
American Work Songs in a Texas Prison and on an album called Negro Prison Camp Worksongs..40 The results 
of Jackson’s own work, meanwhile, are available on the album Wake Up Dead Man, as well as in a 
monograph by the same title.41 
It is not a coincidence that these recordings were made in the 1950s and 1960s, when the context 
of the Civil Rights movement brought additional attention to Black artistic output in general and to 
 
38 Samuel Floyd, The Power of Black Music: Interpreting its History from Africa to the United States, (New York; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1997), 46 The reference to Alan Lomax’s work is to “Africanisms in New World 
Music,” in The Haitian Potential, ed. Vera Rubin and Richard P. Schaedel (New York: Teachers College Press, 
1975). 
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Black art produced in conditions of injustice in particular. In addition, as materials from Alan Lomax’s 
final visits to Parchman Farm demonstrate, as time passed, the worries that he and his father had 
about the disappearance of Black secular folk song earlier on had intensified. The type of music he 
sought was vanishing even from the prison. In the liner notes to a 1957 LP release of the music he 
collected on these final visits Lomax writes: 
I went back to the Mississippi pen with the first portable tape machine that came on the 
market, for I wanted to record the sounds that were always too rich to be well recorded by the 
disc machines of former years. Even in 1947 I could see that the custom of work song singing 
was dying out…Old timers had lost their voices, and many young prisoners regarded the 
practice as ‘old fogeyism.’”42 
The liner notes to Oster’s recordings at the Louisiana State Penitentiary also demonstrate his concerns 
about the rapid disappearance of the work song due to the industrialization of labor and the influence 
of radio stations that piped rock, jazz, and popular music into the prison.43 Similarly, Bruce Jackson 
has noted that even though the work song “lasted in prison because it helped people make it, helped 
them survive,” by the 1960s “it died because it was no longer useful” 44 In recent years, Benjamin 
Harbert has made recordings in some of the same prisons the Lomaxes visited. Harbert, however, 
does not focus on work songs, as that of earlier ethnographers and folklorists did, but rather 
documents the presence of a wealth of genres in these institutions. As he puts it, his work “explores 
the notion of ‘prison music’ not as a musical style, but as a musical experience.” 45 Although in its 
purpose, style, and scholarly outlook, Harbert’s work departs from that of the Lomaxes, it nevertheless 
 
42 Alan Lomax, liner notes to Historical Recordings from Parchman Farm 1947-48, Vol. 1: Murderous Home (Tradition, 
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demonstrates a continued interest in the music of incarcerated people, largely popularized by the two 
Lomaxes.46 
Despite the wide-ranging influence the Lomax prison recordings have had both on music 
performance and music scholarship in the United States and beyond, they are not only important, but 
also highly contested musical documents. In recent years, scholars have turned a critical eye towards 
the Lomaxes’ prison work, towards their tendency to romanticize the idea of folkloric isolation, and 
towards their capitalization on white fascination with “authentic,” uncommercialized Black music. For 
instance, Karl Hagstrom Miller has argued that John Lomax was initially drawn to recording in prisons 
because he had difficulty locating Black informants in the “free world” and came to see freedom as 
harmful to Black music.47 As Miller puts it, for Lomax “education, well-paying jobs and any form of 
participation in larger society caused African Americans to lose their racial core, a core [he] repeatedly 
associated with poverty, isolation, and pathos.”48 The Lomaxes’ ethnographic methods and their 
relationship with Huddie Ledbetter, in particular, have been read as exploitative in scholarly literature 
by Jennifer Lynn Stoever, Erich Nunn, and Benjamin Filene, in poetry by Tyehimba Jess, and on the 
screen in a film by Gordon Parks.49  
The Lomaxes’ choice to root their prison project in the musical production of Southern Black 
men to the near exclusion of women has likewise elicited critique. A 2013 article by historian Shobana 
Shankar draws attention to the fact that recordings of Black female prisoners—of which John Lomax, 
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along with his colleague Herbert Halpert, collected a few in 1936—have received scant promotion in 
comparison to those featuring the voices of men.50 Shankar convincingly argues for the likely cause 
behind this lack of promotion. Recordings of female prisoners, she points out, “did not fit into the 
love affair that had emerged between the down-and-out [Black] male prisoners and musicologists.”51 
As Shankar puts it, the Lomaxes and other folklorists interested in prison music tended to prioritize 
Black male prisoners, because they were able to arouse audience interest and curiosity by portraying 
these men as “throwbacks of plantation laborers toiling in the cornfields.”52 
It is this varied manner of understanding and using the music of incarcerated people that 
motivates my dissertation. In examining the materials the Lomaxes collected and the ways in which 
they reached the general public, I will consider the following questions: How have the various 
institutions and individuals who have dealt with these materials responded to stereotypes of prisons 
and of those incarcerated in them, particularly when it comes to race, gender, class, and morality? How 
have they read these recordings in the context of larger conversations about American national identity 
and about Black American music? How have they impacted the image of the prison in the collective 
American imaginary? 
Encountering Incarceration Musically in the Prison and the Archive 
This dissertation examines an archival collection of music recorded in prisons and its dissemination 
to the public. As such, I engage with two institutions that are directly involved in the production of 
knowledge, the categorization of people, and the exertion of state power: the archive and the prison. 
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Both these institutions have been, of course, amply theorized in the work of Michel Foucault. In his 
well-known evocation of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon in Discipline and Punish, Foucault argues that 
the modern prison does not solely aim to surveil, but also to produce knowledge through surveillance: 
“The overall aim [of the panopticon],” as Foucault puts it “was to make the prison a place for the 
constitution of a body of knowledge that would regulate the exercise of penitentiary practice.”53 
Foucault’s formulation of the archive in The Archaeology of Knowledge is broader and his discussion of 
knowledge production is not strictly about archival institutions, but rather about a more general 
“system of statements.”54 Nevertheless, his understanding of archival knowledge and power has been 
taken up by many authors writing on archival practices more directly. Among them is Jacques Derrida 
who, in Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, points out that “there is no political power without control 
of the archive, if not memory.”55 More recently, Ann Laura Stoler has argued that archives should be 
understood “not as sites of knowledge retrieval but as sites of knowledge production…as monuments 
of states as well as sites of state ethnography.”56 And in a direct comparison of the structures of prison 
and the archive, Eric Ketelaar has coined the term “the panoptical archive.”57 For Ketelaar, the archive, 
like the panopticon, “disciplines and controls through knowledge-power [and this] knowledge is 
embedded in the records—their content, form, structure, and context.”58 While these scholars, among 
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others, understand the archive mostly as a tool of power, Ana María Ochoa Gautier’s work serves as 
a reminder that archives need not be only read as imperial production, but can also be spaces from 
which multiple perspectives can be excavated through careful study. In her 2014 book Aurality, she 
argues that, if read against the grain, the archive can emerge “as a contested site of different acoustic 
practices, a layering of contrastive listenings and their cosmological underpinnings.”59 
Authors on the writing about incarceration have also followed Foucault’s line of thinking by 
examining prisons as sites of “the constitution of a body of knowledge.” While Foucault’s work on 
prisons focuses on the prison’s function as is an “apparatus for transforming individuals,” however, 
many scholars of the prison have read the carceral space as one in which individuals are annihilated, 
rather than transformed. Among them are scholars like Colin Dayan and Lisa Guenther who have 
done important work on the concept of “civil death” in the prison, as well as Dylan Rodriguez who 
has compellingly argued that “there are no individuals within the regime of imprisonment, only 
subcategories of punishment and classification that evaporate the individual into her or his condition 
of existence.”60 The role of the prison in classification and categorization has also been explored by 
Sarah Haley. In her book No Mercy Here she writes of the carceral practices to which Black women 
were subjected in the Jim Crow South and argues that these practices were crucial to “the construction 
of racially determined and defined gendered subject positions during a long historical era in which 
segregation took hold.”61 
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In considering a collection of prison music that has shaped ideas about incarceration, this 
dissertation seeks to explore how both the archive and the carceral state have contributed to the 
creation and circulation of ideas about incarcerated people through music. Because of this, my work 
also connects to writing by scholars who have investigated the effects of media representations of 
prisons more generally. Among them is Angela Davis who, in Are Prisons Obsolete?, argues that the 
pervasive representations of prison life in film have “persuaded many viewers that they know exactly 
what goes on in…prisons” and have normalized the conditions of incarceration, thus causing the 
public “to take the existence of prisons for granted.”62 Media representations, she concludes, have 
influenced the likelihood of individuals taking political action against the structures and practices of 
imprisonment and, through this, have been part of what allowed the rapid rise of mass incarceration 
in the U.S during the late twentieth century. John Sloop has also highlighted the importance of the 
media on public perceptions of incarceration. In The Cultural Prison, he argues that “the behavior, 
morality, and subjectivity of all members of a culture are tied to the way misbehavior, particularly via 
characterizations of prisoners, is represented in mass-media outlets and public arguments.” 63 This line 
of thinking, drawn from Foucault’s descriptions of a “carceral society” in Discipline and Punish, 
motivates Sloop to conduct an analysis of the ways incarcerated people have been represented in 
periodicals, films, and newspaper articles. His work crucially suggests the relevance of a long-range, 
historical consideration of such representations for the purposes of the present day. His study, which 
covers the period from the 1950s to the 1990s, is underpinned by the idea that “in order…to 
comprehend the present discourse about punishment [it is] necessary to examine the history of public 
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discourses dealing with punishment.”64 My dissertation considers music, unexamined in Sloop’s work, 
as site of representation that has also powerfully shaped public ideas about incarceration. 
The work of Joy James offers a more concrete methodological framework for research on 
carceral representations. In the introduction to the edited collection The New Abolitionists, James writes 
of the formation of what she calls “(neo)slave narratives,” discourses by and about incarcerated people 
that have appeared in the years since the Thirteenth Amendment transferred the conditions of 
enslavement from the plantation into the modern-day prison.65 James identifies three types of actors 
that have helped in the construction of such narratives: the “master-state,” the “nonincarcerated 
abolitionist and advocate,” and the “prisoner-slave.” She argues that it is through the contradictions 
between the aims of these three groups that ideas about captivity, freedom, and emancipation have 
been formed. While few among those who have dealt with the Lomax prison recordings can be 
characterized as “abolitionists,” James’ work nevertheless offers a lens through which to consider 
narratives about incarceration shaped by a variety of actors. In the case of the Lomax prison 
recordings, these include employees of the state (prison officials) who controlled access to incarcerated 
people and their music, cultural intermediaries (the Lomaxes among them) who chose what music to 
record and presented it to the public and, of course, the incarcerated people whose music is featured 
on these recordings. While acknowledging that these three groups were not always distinctly defined—
after all, the Lomaxes often acted on behalf of the state and some of the incarcerated people they 
recorded were appointed to the position of prison guards—I analyze the convergences and 
divergences in their aims, as well as the ways these aims influenced narratives about incarceration. 
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James (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005). 
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It is important to emphasize that while this dissertation covers the public’s encounters with an 
archival collection of prison music as a corpus, the carceral state, particularly in the United States, is 
made up of a myriad of related but unique institutions and practices: prisons, jails, reformatories, and 
juvenile institutions, among them. Even among the Southern, plantation-style penitentiaries that the 
Lomaxes visited, daily life, and alongside it, singing and working practices differed widely. In addition, 
as we will see, their work came into contact with a variety of other carceral institutions and continues 
to raise questions about systems of captivity more broadly. Therefore, although I discuss the curation, 
dissemination, and management of the Lomaxes’ archive of prison music as a whole, I acknowledge 
that terms like “prison,” “carceral system” and “carceral state,” which frequently figure in my writing 
are capacious and encompass different things in different places and different times. I therefore aim 
to draw attention to the particularities of different modes of imprisonment and to what this collection 
can tell us not only about the commonalities, but also about the differences between them.66        
 By engaging with an archive of prison music, my dissertation enters into conversation with a 
growing body of writing on music in conditions of incarceration. This topic has attracted scholars 
from a broad range of areas including music, American studies, media studies, and cultural history. 
Their work has drawn attention to the connections between the space of the prison and the outside 
world, the politics of prison recording, access to media in prisons, and the practice of listening to 
music recorded behind bars. Benjamin Harbert’s work on prisons of the American South both situates 
itself within and questions the practices of a history of ethnography in conditions of incarceration. His 
 
66 Marie Gottschalk has brought attention to the many ways that imprisonment has affected life in the United 
States and beyond by arguing that, particularly in recent years, “a tenacious carceral state has sprouted in the 
shadows of mass imprisonment and has been extending its reach far beyond the prison gate. It includes not 
only the country's vast archipelago of jails and prisons but also the far-reaching and growing range of penal 
punishments and controls that lie in the never-never land between the prison gate and full citizenship. As it 
sunders families and communities and radically reworks conceptions of democracy, rights, and citizenship, the 
carceral state poses a formidable political and social challenge.” See Gottschalk, “Razing the Carceral State,” 
Social Justice 42.2 (2015): 31–51. 
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2010 dissertation, “Doing Time: The Work of Music in Louisiana Prisons,” discusses the process of 
producing what he terms “a collaborative documentary film” at the Louisiana State Penitentiary, the 
Louisiana Correctional Institute for Women, and the Elayn Hunt Correctional Center.67 Harbert 
investigates the role of the ethnographer-prisoner relationship and argues that, for prisoners, the 
ethnographic process is complex: it may perpetuate the conditions of surveillance of the carceral 
system, but can also be used as a way to connect with the outside world.68 This is, he asserts, 
particularly the case when it comes to musical ethnography, due to the fact that music can often be 
regarded as frivolous.69 As a result, it can be used by prisoners as a covert tool of resistance, allowing 
them to “engage in a meaningful dialogue with other inmates, the administration, correctional officers, 
their families, victims, and an imagined world at large.”70 The issues that Harbert raises about the 
ability of musical ethnography to simultaneously be both a tool of surveillance and a way for prisoners 
to communicate with the rest of the world are ones central to my work. I focus on a similar quandary, 
but displace the central question from the ethnographic process which interests Harbert, onto the 
afterlife and dissemination of prison music. His work prompts me to pay closer attention not only to 
the ways in which music collected in prisons has bolstered the narratives about American musical and 
cultural history that my dissertation covers, but also to the ways it might have both allowed and 
prevented prisoners to, in Harbert’s words, “engage in a meaningful dialogue” with the wider public. 
Meanwhile, the work of Áine Mangaoang serves as a reminder of the limits that are sometimes 
imposed on such dialogues between the public and incarcerated musicians. In her 2019 book Dangerous 
 
67 Benjamin J. Harbert, “Doing Time;” idem., Follow Me Down: Portraits of Louisiana Prison Musicians. 
68 Harbert, Doing Time, 61. 
69 “Frivolity, the idea that music is pointless, allows strategic leverage to be able to deny meaning as discussed 
in terms of the masked catharsis,” Harbert, “Doing Time,” 307. 
70 Harbert, “Doing Time,” 305. 
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Mediations: Pop Music in a Philippine Prison Video, Mangaoang argues that “music can serve the moral 
purpose of creating a more liveable life for those who experience imprisonment, [but can also] reveal 
the complexities of circulating such work” produced in conditions of discipline, torture, and 
debasement.71 
Throughout the dissertation, I strive to attune to the ability of the music on the Lomax prison 
recordings to function as an expression of resilience in the face of horror and a manner of “[engaging] 
in a meaningful dialogue” with audiences, all while also exploring its use in perpetuating sometimes 
harmful ideas about incarceration. I believe that, as a white, female, non-incarcerated scholar, it is 
imperative that I do so. I have not been subjected to the white supremacy, brutality, and torture of 
the prison farms on which the men the Lomaxes recorded lived. Nor have I experienced to the same 
degree the threats of imprisonment that people of color and Black men in particular do in the present 
reality of mass incarceration in the United States. Nevertheless, as the scholarship discussed in the 
preceding pages suggests, it is important even for those of us who are non-incarcerated and who have 
not been harmed, but have rather benefited from the structures of white supremacy and the carceral 
state, to consider how ideas about race, gender, class, and morality have been constructed through the 
lens of the prison. Because I am part of the audience of these recordings, they have undoubtedly 
shaped my own ideas about these topics as well. My work is therefore an attempt to deconstruct and 
question these ideas. 
Chapter Summaries 
This dissertation is not an exhaustive account of the many encounters between the public and the 
Lomax prison recordings or of the many actors involved in the recordings’ curation, dissemination 
 
71 Áine Mangaoang, Dangerous Mediations: Pop Music in a Philippine Prison Video (New York: Bloomsbury 2019). 
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and management. Rather, it is an exploration of four pivotal moments between 1933, when the 
Lomaxes first traveled to prisons and, in many ways, set the standard for prison song collection going 
forward, and the present day, when questions of musical heritage, justice, and repatriation largely 
motivate discussions around the collection. Chapter 1, “Defining the Songs of Incarceration: The 
Lomax Prison Project at a Critical Juncture” illuminates an underexplored early moment in the 
formation of the Lomaxes’ archive. In 1934, John Lomax wrote to 350 correctional institutions across 
the country, asking officials to transcribe the texts of songs “current and popular among prisoners or 
‘made up’ by them.” Despite contacting institutions incarcerating people of many races, ethnicities, 
genders, and ages, however, the Lomaxes’ ultimately continued to center on music performed by Black 
men in Southern prisons. Because of this, I position the letter as a critical juncture in the formation 
of the Lomaxes’ prison work. Choices made by prison officials (whether to respond to the letter and 
in what manner to respond) and by the Lomaxes themselves (whether to express interest in songs 
addressed by correspondents), were influenced by perceptions of the role of music in relation to 
criminality, imprisonment, reform, and race. These perceptions in turn defined the boundaries of the 
Lomax prison project. The correspondence considered in this chapter therefore offers a 
counternarrative to popular representations of music and incarceration and bespeaks a time when the 
carefully curated nature of the well-known Lomax prison song collection came into being. 
In Chapter 2, “Incarceration, Race, and Morality in Early 20th-Century Song Collections: The 
Lomax Prison Project in Context,” I read the Lomaxes’ early songbooks against contemporaneous 
volumes containing prison songs. I argue that these songbooks show that the 1920s and 1930s were 
a pivotal moment, during which “prison music” underwent a series of shifts. Whereas earlier volumes 
framed prison songs as evidence of immorality and criminality, later on, such songs eventually became 
prized objects of U.S. heritage to be conserved and analyzed by scholars. Finally, the genre of “prison 
music” became something that people sang in their homes. Thus, by the end of the 1930s, knowing 
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prison music, owning folk song collections that contained it, and singing it at home was becoming 
part of a well-bred, educated, and moral middle-class identity. A complicating factor to this moral 
repositioning of prison music, is that, like the Lomaxes, many of the authors involved in publishing 
prison music, as well as the bulk of their audiences, were non-incarcerated and white, while much of 
the music they published was sung by Black prisoners. Therefore, in the final part of the chapter, I 
consider the moral quandaries created by encouraging such audiences to sing the music of incarcerated 
people. All in all, this chapter provides context for the ways that music publications from the 1920s 
and 1930s shaped understandings of incarceration that persist into the present. 
Chapter 3, “Prison Music as U.S. Heritage: Building the Nation at Home and Abroad through 
the Sounds of Captivity” explores two of the wider public’s earliest encounters with the songs the 
Lomaxes collected in prisons as recordings, rather than as notated transcriptions. These encounters 
occurred at two events in which the Lomax recordings were used as evidence of national freedom and 
progress in the years surrounding the United States’ entry into the Second World War. The first of 
these events is a December 1940 concert held at the Library of Congress celebrating the 75th 
anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. During the concert, Alan Lomax gave a lecture on 
“reels and work songs” featuring recordings he had collected with his father in prisons. The second 
event is a 1941 release of an album of four songs from the Library of Congress’ archives, meant for 
distribution in Latin American countries as part of a series of inter-American foreign relation 
initiatives. Featured on the album were two recordings made in prisons: “It Makes a Long-Time Man 
Feel Bad,” performed by an unnamed group of men at Cummins State Farm in Arkansas and “O Lord 
Don’t ‘low Me to Beat ‘em,” by Willie Williams at the State Penitentiary in Richmond, Virginia. By 
exploring archival documentation related to the 1940 concert and the 1941 album, this paper highlights 
the ways in which the music of incarcerated people was paradoxically framed in the rhetoric of 
freedom for both domestic and foreign audiences in the years around the Second World War. 
 29 
Finally, Chapter 4, “The Sonic Heritage of Incarceration: The Lomax Prison Recordings in 
the Present” explores the legal and ethical issues that surround the Lomax prison recordings in the 
present. I focus on the work of the Association for Cultural Equity—a non-governmental charitable 
organization founded by Alan Lomax in 1983. Consistent with their mission “to reconnect people and 
communities with their creative heritage,” in recent years the ACE has embarked on a series of site-
specific repatriation projects in regions where the Lomaxes worked. They have also published the 
recordings to an open-source database, which Alan Lomax had planned in his lifetime called The 
Global Jukebox. The ethical management of music recorded in oppressive prison conditions, however, 
creates a quandary: the transient populations of prisons and the opacity of the carceral system 
complicate the issue of locating communities with which these materials should be reconnected. 
Motivated by this quandary, I examine the current state of the Lomax prison materials and explore 
ways in which these materials have been brought into dialogue with modern conditions of 
incarceration in which prisoners continue to have a role in producing objects of cultural and 
commercial value under oppressive conditions, but receive scant remuneration and recognition. 
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CHAPTER 1  
Defining the Songs of Incarceration: 
The Lomax Prison Project at a Critical Juncture 
 
 
Late in 1934, a letter made its way into the mailboxes of wardens at prisons and reformatories all over 
the United States and Canada. It bore an official letterhead and a signature from the Library of 
Congress, but contained what must have been, at least on a first read, a slightly peculiar request. John 
A. Lomax, the Library’s Honorary Curator and Consultant in American Folk-Song, was calling on the 
letter’s addressees to survey the institutions they managed and to determine whether the people 
imprisoned in them might know of any folk music. Addressees were asked to provide Lomax with 
information about any such music they found, so that he could determine whether it would be worth 
taking a trip in order to make phonograph recordings for the Library’s recently founded but rapidly 
expanding Archive of American Folk Song.1 
Lomax’s relatively brief letter (figure 1.1) made some stipulations about the type of music he 
sought. He was asking for vocal music: “songs or ballads current and popular among prisoners or 
‘made up’ by them and passed around by ‘word of mouth’ rather than by the printed page.” As for 
their topics, Lomax offered a general directive. “Many of these songs, though by no means all of 
them,” he wrote, “relate to experiences in prison, to the life of criminals in jail or in the ‘free world.’” 
And, while he suggested some of the songs might have shocking or immoral content, he was adamant 
in his request: “I wish to secure copies of them all, no matter how crude or vulgar they may be.” At 
 
1 Letter from John A. Lomax to Institutions, October, 1934, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, 
John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers, 1932–1968 (AFC 1933/001), Box 1, Folder 22. 
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the end of his paragraph of instructions, Lomax also underlined that the material for which he was 
looking was “especially plentiful” among Black prisoners. Although not phrased as a mandatory 
feature of the music he was soliciting, this request was especially revealing of the impetus behind 
Lomax’s request and of his interest in prison folk music more generally.  
 
Figure 1.1: John Lomax’s circular letter to prisons and reformatories. October, 1934. American 
Folklife Center, Library of Congress, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers, 1932-1968. 
 
 32 
In the context of the Lomaxes’ extensive, widely discussed, and contested project, this 1934 
letter to prison administrators might seem a mere stepping-stone. I argue, however, that it is much 
more than that. The wide circulation of the letter, which was sent to 350 prisons and reformatories in 
the United States and Canada, brought the Lomaxes into contact with correspondents from 
institutions incarcerating people of a variety of races, ethnicities, genders, and ages. Through their 
replies—some obliging the request for songs, others bristling at it, declining it, or ignoring it—these 
correspondents helped delimit the corpus of prison music to which the Lomaxes had access. In turn, 
through their reactions to some of the obliging responses they received, the Lomaxes also set 
boundaries for their project. From a few of the correspondents who wrote back, they received a variety 
of material: union songs, European folk songs, and children’s game songs, among other types of 
music. On occasion, this material did elicit interest from the Lomaxes. Ultimately, however, it did not 
lead to recording trips or to print publications that highlighted these songs’ popularity in contemporary 
prisons. The Lomaxes continued to site their prison song collecting in the Southern United States and, 
with the exception of a few recordings of Black female prisoners in Mississippi, the two folklorists 
focused their project entirely on Black men.2 
From a present-day vantage point we can look back at the moment surrounding the circulation 
of John Lomax’s letter and the correspondence ensuing from it as a crucial point in time, during which 
the purview of the Lomax prison project could have taken a number of different routes and at which 
a single pathway forward was selected. This is akin to what those engaged in examining the history of 
institutions have called a “critical juncture.” The term, used in the work of scholars from a variety of 
disciplines, is perhaps best elucidated in the writing of sociologist James Mahoney who employs it in 
 
2 The recordings of women are available on Jailhouse Blues: 1936 & 1939, Rosetta Records RR 1316, 1987, CD. 
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the context of a path-dependent approach to history.3 In this approach, critical junctures are moments 
“characterized by the selection of a particular option…from among two or more alternatives.”4 The 
choices available during critical junctures are delimited by “antecedent historical conditions,” and, in 
turn, these choices set off a series of events that influence “the creation of institutional or structural 
patterns that endure over time.”5 While the term “critical juncture” has most frequently been applied 
to social scientific analyses of national and international institutions and to choices related to domestic 
and foreign policies, it is equally relevant to the discussion at hand. Choices made by Lomax’s 
correspondents (whether to respond to the initial letter and, if so, in what manner to respond) and by 
the Lomaxes themselves (whether to express further interest in the songs addressed by correspondents 
and, ultimately, whether or not to record and publish them), were influenced by a series of antecedent 
conditions. Chief among these were contemporaneous perceptions of the role that music played in 
relation to the entangled categories of criminality, imprisonment, reform, and race. These perceptions 
caused the Lomaxes and their correspondents to make decisions that defined the boundaries of the 
Lomax prison project and solidified its focus on the output of Black men imprisoned in plantation-
style facilities in the Southern United States. This chapter focuses on the critical juncture surrounding 
John Lomax’s 1934 letter, on the conditions that affected decisions made both by the letter’s 
correspondents and by the Lomaxes, and on some of the large-scale institutional and social 
repercussions of these decisions. 
I begin by examining the initial responses to Lomax’s letter and argue that by choosing whether 
or not to share material from their institutions, the writers of these responses—almost exclusively 
 
3 James Mahoney, The Legacies of Liberalism: Path Dependence and Political Regimes in Central America (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001). 
4 Mahoney, The Legacies of Liberalism, 6. 
5 Mahoney, The Legacies of Liberalism, 6. 
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white wardens and supervisors of penal institutions—acted as de facto curators of the material to which 
the Lomaxes had access. Their letters suggest that their “curatorial” decisions stemmed from varied 
assumptions about the type of music to which Lomax was referring in his request for “songs or ballads 
current and popular among prisoners,” about what type of prisoner might know this music, and about 
the relationship between knowing and singing this music and a prisoner’s ability to be reformed from 
a criminal into a law-abiding citizen. Unsurprisingly, rarely explicit but often latent in these 
assumptions are antecedent understandings of the relationships between race, gender, criminality, and 
reform.  
In the final part of the chapter, I study the Lomaxes’ interactions with a few of the 
correspondents who furnished information about folk songs at their institutions. The songs that these 
correspondents address diverge from the type of prison music on which the Lomaxes focused and, as 
such, they offer a counternarrative to popular representations of the intersections between folk music 
and incarceration in the United States during the Depression era and bespeak a time when the carefully 
curated and narrowly defined nature of the well-known Lomax prison song collection came into being. 
Prison Administrators as Curators of the Lomax Archive 
Responses to John Lomax’s letter started arriving in November of 1934, a number of them dismissing 
the request in a polite but terse manner. “Sorry, but have nothing we can send,” wrote J. J. Sullivan, 
the warden of the Minnesota State Farm.6 Mary B. Harris, the superintendent of the federal Institution 
for Women in Alderson, Virginia reported similar findings: “There are no such songs in this 
 
6 Letter from J.J. Sullivan to John Lomax, November 23, 1934, John Avery Lomax Family Papers, University 
of Texas, Austin, Box 3D171, Folder 1. 
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institution.”7 From the Industrial School for Boys in Topeka, Kansas, Lomax received a return copy 
of his own letter, with only the word “open” hastily scribbled at the bottom.8 
As it appears, some of the administrators who received Lomax’s request had little time or care 
for it. They were, after all, in charge of Depression-era correctional institutions and were likely more 
interested in maintaining smooth day-to-day operations in their crowded facilities and retaining 
financial solvency than in helping to conduct a folk song collection venture.9 And yet, not all of the 
responses were brief or dismissive. Out of the over one hundred prison administrators who wrote to 
Lomax, a significant number were not ungenerous with the ink they spilled in their letters. While most 
of these respondents still rejected the request for song texts, they provided ample justifications for 
their inability to comply. As a result, their letters—now held in collections at the Library of Congress’s 
American Folklife Center and the University of Texas at Austin—constitute an archive laden with 
information about musical life in prisons during the 1930s.10 In their rejections of Lomax’s request, 
the authors of the letters in this archive reveal their understandings of the type of prison songs Lomax 
sought and, relatedly, of music’s role in reforming prisoners into law-abiding citizens. Because it is 
 
7 Letter from Mary B. Harris to John Lomax, November 27, 1934, Lomax Family Papers, Box 3D171, Folder 
1. 
8 Letter from Paul A. Cannady to John Lomax, November 22, 1934, Lomax Family Papers, Box 3D171, Folder 
1. 
9 The challenges of running carceral facilities during this period—as well as the repercussions these challenges 
had on incarcerated people—have been documented by Eric Blue in Doing Time in the Depression: Everyday Life in 
Texas and California Prisons (New York: New York University Press, 2014). Although Blue writes about 
incarceration in only two states, prison populations grew nationwide during this period and the stock market 
crash of 1929 created just as much financial hardship for penal institutions as it did on the population in general. 
This worsened prison conditions and increased tensions between prison officials and incarcerated people. In 
1930, the Boston Globe reported that investigators from the National Society of Penal Information expected that 
riots in prisons across the country were inevitable if overcrowding and poor conditions were not addressed. 
See Louis M. Lyons, “Bigger and Better Prison Riots or More and Better Prisons,” Boston Globe, February 2, 
1930, B4. 
10 The letters are located in the John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers (AFC 1933/001), Archive of Folk 
Culture, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C and the John Avery Lomax Family 
Papers, 1842, 1853–1986, Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin. 
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such understandings that led administrators to decline contributing information about songs, the 
letters also show evidence of an instance in which actors who were not involved in the Lomaxes’ 
project as either song collectors or musicians came to have an influential role in shaping their archive. 
Both through governance of musical practices in their institutions and through control over the 
information available about such practices, prison officials set boundaries for the material to which 
the Lomaxes had access. As such, they acted as gatekeepers and, consequently, as de facto curators of 
their archive.  
What is particularly interesting here is that the impetus behind the Lomax prison project has 
historically been explained through the reluctance of another set of gatekeepers to assist in their music 
collecting venture. The source for this explanation dates back to a proposal made by Alan Lomax to 
the Carnegie Foundation requesting funding for the initial 1933 prison music collection trip. 11 In this 
proposal, Lomax criticizes Black cultural leaders for what he understood as their attempts to suppress 
folk culture in their communities. He argues that these cultural leaders exerted a strong and deleterious 
force on what he construed as the average Black American by “broadening his concepts and thus 
making him ashamed or self-conscious of his own art,” by “turning away from revival songs, spirituals 
and informal church services to hymns and formal church modes,” by “ranting against any song that 
has to do with secular subjects,” and by “sneering at the naiveté of the folk songs and unconsciously 
throwing the weight of their influence in the balance against anything not patterned after white 
bourgeois culture.”12  
As discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, many Black cultural leaders were certainly 
resistant to the type of Black secular folk music sought by the Lomaxes, often on religious or moral 
 
11 Quoted in John Szwed, Alan Lomax: The Man who Recorded the World (New York: Viking Penguin, 2010), 38. 
12 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 38. 
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grounds. More recently, however, the intertwined implications about folk culture, social mobility, 
class, and race in Lomax’s Carnegie proposal have elicited critique from scholars. Jerrold Hirsch 
interprets the proposal to suggest that “Lomax was comfortable with the socioeconomic implications 
of his argument that only the poorest, most isolated and segregated…could maintain a vital folk 
culture” and that, although the statement can be read on its surface as a celebration of Black musical 
creativity, it is in essence an indictment of Black upward mobility and a plea for the preservation of 
“the status quo in southern race relations.”13 Catherine A. Stewart has likewise read the proposal with 
a critical eye, pointing out that it not only reaffirms racial hierarchies, but also misses a vital fact: What 
looked to Lomax like an outright prohibition of the songs he and his father sought might have been 
in part “a taboo against performing them for white outsiders who might use them as an intellectual 
weapon against the black community.”14 
These two critiques are part of a larger web of scholarship that has explored the manner in 
which the Lomaxes’ understanding of Black music and its relationship with class and morality rubbed 
against that of Black American cultural gatekeepers and came to influence the locations in which they 
sited their work, the people they recorded, and the types of music they collected. According to these 
scholars, because Black educators and cultural leaders guarded their communities from the Lomaxes, 
their search for Black folk music was redirected to Southern prisons, where such gatekeepers were not 
present, where white wardens had no stake in safeguarding the cultural production and the resultant 
image of the Black people incarcerated in their facilities, and were therefore more inclined to be well-
disposed to the Lomaxes and their work. At the same time, as we will see in Chapter 2, the people 
 
13 Jerrold Hirsch, “Modernity, Nostalgia, and Southern Folklore Studies: The Case of John Lomax,” The Journal 
or American Folklore 105.416 (Spring 1992): 182–207. 
14 Catherine A. Stewart, Long Past Slavery: Representing Race in the Federal Writers’ Project (Chapel Hill: The University 
of North Carolina Press, 2016), 101. 
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who sang for the Lomaxes in prisons also had their own motivations and these motivations were often 
influenced by the type of institution in which they were incarcerated. Some singers were explicitly 
coerced into performing by threats of violence from wardens and guards, while others perceived the 
two folklorists’ visit as one of the only opportunities that they had to reach people in power beyond 
the plantation prison with their voices. 
While such arguments have brought light to the racial dynamics of the Lomaxes’ project, what 
remains underexplored is the way that parallel ideas about the entanglements of whiteness, class, and 
morality also helped shape the music to which the Lomaxes had access. It is for this reason that the 
letters written in response to John Lomax’s 1934 request are an important archival resource. They 
show that the materials that constitute the Lomax prison song collection were not only influenced by 
the reluctance of Black cultural leaders to provide material from their own communities, but also by 
another set of cultural leaders: white prison wardens and supervisors.15 While wardens and supervisors 
from a number of segregated Southern penitentiaries allowed the Lomaxes access to the Black 
prisoners incarcerated in their institutions, administrators who managed either exclusively white-
populated institutions or integrated ones with high proportions of white prisoners were often 
unwilling to assist with the project. When it came to members of their own race, white wardens and 
supervisors seem to have behaved in a way not unlike the Black cultural leaders criticized by Lomax 
in his Carnegie Foundation proposal. In their letters, they position themselves as moral guardians of 
their charges who opposed the type of music sought by the Lomaxes and carefully controlled the 
information available to outsiders about musical life behind bars. Their reluctance to assist with the 
Lomaxes’ work shows how their understandings of the role of music in the reform of white prisoners, 
 
15 Among the respondents, only one (John Leslie) does not belong to the category of “white wardens and 
supervisors.” His engagement with the Lomaxes is discussed in the final part of the chapter. 
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along with their desire to protect the image of their institutions and the people incarcerated in them 
determined the songs available to the Lomaxes and, as a result, on the constitution of their archive.  
The rejections received in response to Lomax’s letter have garnered little scholarly attention 
thus far. A few of them are quoted in Miller’s Segregating Sound, but the only letter that has been 
explored in any detail is one sent by M. F. Amrine from the Federal Jail in New Orleans.16 Writing 
with the authority of observations gathered over his fifteen-year employment in correctional settings, 
Amrine bristled against what he understood to be the reasoning behind Lomax’s request, namely “the 
idea that prisoners, as a class, are different from the general run of humanity in regard to musical 
taste”17 He countered: “People in prison are a cross-section of society” and therefore “they have such 
songs as have the people outside of prisons, and for the same general reasons.” Amrine’s letter shows 
his opinion that the Lomaxes’ delineation between musical life on the “inside” and on the “outside” 
was an imagined one and offers up an alternative view to the Lomaxes’ conception of isolated musical 
authenticity. As such, Amrine is a valuable contemporaneous witness whose testimony can be used by 
scholars in the present day both to critique the Lomaxes and to observe that such a critique is not 
entirely anachronistic. Both Miller and Erich Nunn quote this letter in the context of discussions about 
the exoticism with which the Lomax prison song collection project is laden. For Nunn, Armine’s 
“thoughtful description of the catholic musical tastes of prisoners” offers a counternarrative to 
“Lomax’s theory of racial and musical isolation.”18 To Miller, the letter serves as testimony along 
 
16 Miller, Segregating Sound, 263. 
17 M. F. Amrine, to John Lomax, July 6, 1935, Lomax Family Papers, Box 3D171, Folder 1. 
18 Erich Nunn, Sounding the Color Line: Music and Race in the Southern Imagination (Athens, GA: The University of 
Georgia Press, 2015), 85. 
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similar lines; it suggests that “the ‘isolation and homogeneity’ that attracted Lomax to prisons was not 
in evidence.”19 
Other responses to Lomax’s letter, however, offer additional trails along which to think about 
the Lomax prison project, its issues, and its boundaries. While Amrine’s letter shows that some 
wardens considered incarcerated people, and their musical practices, to be congruent with those “on 
the outside,” many of the responses evince a somewhat different opinion. The authors of these 
responses suggest that they, like the Lomaxes, thought of prisoners as a population with core 
differences that distanced them from society. However, in their role as prison administrators, their 
aims with regards to incarcerated people were fundamentally different from those of folklorists like 
the Lomaxes and, naturally, this shaped the ways in which the two groups viewed the distance between 
prisoners and the rest of society. The Lomaxes saw it as a productive force, as it suggested the 
possibility that an isolated musical community could conserve and create folklore behind bars. 
Meanwhile, most of the prison administrators who wrote to the Lomaxes appear to have had a 
different reading: Their letters often imply that they understood the distance between incarcerated 
people and the rest of society to be root cause of criminality and that they saw the institutions they 
supervised as places where this distance would be gradually erased through careful re-education and 
behavioral transformation.20  
This understanding of this relationship between prisoners and society is a key part of the 
antecedent conditions that led many prison administrators to reject the Lomaxes’ request and thus to 
delimit the range of music to which they had access. The view was largely inherited from the earlier 
Progressive era. As historian David J. Rothman has detailed in his landmark 1980 monograph 
 
19 Miller, Segregating Sound, 263. 
20 It is important to note that the supervisors of these Northern institutions were often well-trained in 
criminology and criminal reform. As David J. Rothman has pointed out, starting in the 1910s  
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Conscience and Convenience, the increased interest in the social sciences during the period precipitated a 
greater desire to “understand and cure crime, delinquency, and insanity through a case-by-case 
approach.”21 The regimented and brutal mid-nineteenth-century prisons, built and operated under the 
assumption that prisoners were to be controlled with an iron fist and held to a strict collective work 
schedule, came to be seen as old fashioned by reformers and activists. They advocated for a new style 
of prison, which replicated the features of the “outside” world on a small, controlled scale. By being 
immersed in what was essentially a micro-society, these reformers maintained, incarcerated people 
could be taught how to function among others and to follow rules and thus would be prepared to re-
enter society upon their release. 
As Rothman puts it, by the end of the Progressive era “prison adjustment had become social 
adjustment—the good inmate, the good citizen.”22 This was aided by the insertion into Northern 
carceral institutions of increasingly professionalized administrators who were trained in criminology 
and criminal reform.23 The persistence of the ideals of readjustment and reform well into the 
Depression era is in evidence in much of the correspondence stemming from Lomax’s request. The 
wardens and supervisors who penned letters to Lomax often suggest that they considered themselves 
to be tasked with the re-education of the people in their institutions and that this re-education could 
only be accomplished if society was replicated as closely as possible behind prison walls. As their 
writing reveals, music played an important role in this process of social replication, as well as in the 
transformation of prisoners into “good inmates,” and, consequently, “good citizens.” 
 
21 David J. Rothman, Conscience and Convenience: The Asylum and its Alternatives in Progressive America (Boston: Little, 
1980), 5. 
22 Rothman, Conscience and Convenience, 128. 
23 For more on the professionalization of criminology during the Progressive era see Joseph F. Spillane, A 
History of Modern American Criminal Justice (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2013), 141–175. 
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This focus on re-education and reform can be understood along lines described in Michel 
Foucault’s Discipline and Punish—as part of a move, starting in the eighteenth century, towards a system 
with progressively “less cruelty, less pain, more kindness, more respect, more ‘humanity’,” a system in 
which “one punishes not to efface the crime, but to transform a criminal.”24 However, as many 
scholars concerned with incarceration, particularly ones focused on the penal system in the United 
States, have pointed out, the shift from punitive institutions to ones meant to reform was not evenly 
applied and the category of “good citizen,” as well the possibility of its attainment in the penitentiary, 
were never equally available to all. Angela Davis has drawn attention to the fact that racial and racist 
ideologies underpinned the foundation of the carceral system in the United States, which was based 
on and served to perpetuate many of the conditions of slavery.25 While Davis agrees with Foucault 
that “the locus of the new European mode of punishment shifted from the body to the soul,” she 
notes an important difference: “Black slaves in the U.S. were largely perceived as lacking in the soul 
that might be shaped and transformed by punishment.”26 The conditions and ideologies of slavery 
were transferred into the prison after the Civil War and the same ideas about who could and could 
not be reformed were perpetuated. These arguments about the relationship between race, 
imprisonment, and reform, developed in Davis’s work, have been expanded more recently by Khalil 
Gibran Muhammad who has brought additional historical specificity to the matter. His 2010 book, 
The Condemnation of Blackness, highlights the fact that, in the Progressive era, rehabilitation was a process 
largely construed through the lens of whiteness and was usually not applied to Black Americans, whom 
 
24 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, translated by Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 
1979), 16, 127. 
25 Angela Davis, “Racialized Punishment and Prison Abolition,” in Blackwell Companions to Philosophy: A 
Companion to African-American Philosophy, ed. by Tommy L. Lott, John P. Pittman (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 
2006), 360-369. 
26 Davis, “Racialized Punishment and Prison Abolition,” 362. 
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reformers positioned as “a distinct and dangerous criminal population.27 As Muhammad argues, this 
paradigm affected systems of incarceration and public perceptions of criminality throughout the 
twentieth century and continues to do so in the present day.  
Thus, while statements about race in the letters of Lomax’s correspondents are rarely phrased 
explicitly, it is important to remember the racial and regional lines along which ideas about reform and 
rehabilitation were conceived at the time, given that they played a part in the constitution of the Lomax 
collection. Wardens of segregated prisons in the South were generally receptive to the Lomaxes and 
allowed them to access and record the Black men and women incarcerated at these institutions. 
Meanwhile, the responses that bristled at Lomax’s request came from majority white-populated 
prisons across the country, as well as from carceral institutions in the North where institutions focused 
either exclusively or in large part on the rehabilitation of white prisoners. The refusals of wardens 
from such institutions helped exclude musical depictions of white prisoners, and consequently, of 
white criminality from the Lomax archive. 
The assertions made by these correspondents about their inability to provide material to Lomax 
often rests on the argument that the prisoners at their institution knew no such songs because they 
were in the process of being rehabilitated. Through such statements, these authors imply a connection 
between musical behavior and one’s ability to be reformed into a “good citizen.” And while surviving 
documentation leaves the concrete social and theoretical influences of many of Lomax’s 
correspondents largely obscured, their letters suggest the influence of contemporaneous thought not 
only on criminal rehabilitation and race, but also on related debates about the role of music in prisons. 
 
27 Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 3–7. As Muhammad argues in the book, the lines according to 
which whiteness was drawn in this period was closely related the way that an individual ability to be rehabilitated 
were perceived: The assimilation of immigrant groups (Irish, Italian, Eastern European) into the category of 
whiteness during this period was concurrent with the reconfiguration of members of these groups as susceptible 
to reform. 
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Wardens in Southern plantation style-prisons often appear to have understood music in their 
institutions as an outgrowth of the antebellum period: Prisoners sang as they worked, and that sped 
up their labor. Alternately, they sang and performed for the pleasure of white prison officials, much 
as their enslaved ancestors had.28  Meanwhile, both in their substantial descriptions of musical life in 
their institutions and in their rejections of Lomax’s request, wardens and supervisors of majority-white 
institutions aligned themselves with popular Progressive- and Depression-era ideas on the 
intersections between music, imprisonment, reform, and social readjustment. Before turning to the 
letters, themselves, let us acquaint ourselves with some of those ideas first. 
Music, Reform, and Readjustment the 1920s and 1930s 
Music had not been absent from prisons in the United States during the nineteenth century, but in the 
first decades of the 1900s, its effects on incarcerated people and its applications in penal institutions 
were becoming an increasingly frequent topic of discussion. Some of the most substantial 
contributions to this discussion took shape in the work of Willem van de Wall, a Dutch-born educator 
who was working in the field of community music.29 In 1921, Van de Wall was appointed as Director 
of the Committee for the Study of Music in Institutions and his salary was underwritten by the Russell 
Sage Foundation, an organization created with the purpose of working toward “the improvement of 
 
28 This understanding of the role of music in plantation-style prisons is perhaps most clearly reflected in a 1901 
State report from the Louisiana State Penitentiary. After effusively describing the conditions at the prison and 
the daily schedule of the people incarcerated in it, the authors turn to music: “The night before the party left, 
the negroes on the place came up front to the big house and entertained the guests with a serenade, singing and 
dancing. Three guitarists, made music that is not known in the classical folios but the exquisite touch and perfect 
time told stories that Paderewski, Gilmore, Brooks and Sousa and a few other effete masters were not masters 
of. The melody of the rich-toned voices of the sextette which stood just outside the front stoop rose and fell 
in old plantation songs and in the quicker and inexplicable negro chants—not ragtime, but something far more 
musical…” See “Convict Farmers of Louisiana,” Daily States, July 14, 1901, 18.  
29 For more about Van de Wall’s life and works see Alicia Ann Clair and George N. Heller, “Willem van de 
Wall: Organizer and Innovator in Music Education and Music Therapy.” Journal of Research in Music 
Education 37.3 (1989): 165–178; Andrew Krikun, “Community Music during the New Deal: The Contributions 
of Willem Van de Wall and Max Kaplan,” International Journal of Community Music 3.2 (2010): 165–173. 
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social and living conditions in the United States of America.”30 This position, as well as the reputation 
he had acquired in the preceding years as an eminent researcher on music in institutions of various 
types, allowed him access to a number of prisons and mental health hospitals in New York State, 
where he researched, led musical activities, and inaugurated community programs.31 This resulted, in 
1924, in the publication of a sixty-seven-page pamphlet titled The Utilization of Music in Prisons and 
Mental Hospitals: Its Application in the Treatment and Care of the Morally and Mentally Afflicted.32 
The fact that incarcerated people are discussed in the same publication (albeit in different 
sections) as patients of mental health institutions, as well as their characterization as “morally 
afflicted,” makes Van de Wall’s pamphlet a testament to Progressive-era understandings of crime, 
delinquency, their causes, and their treatments. In his belief that criminal behavior is caused by a moral 
affliction which can (or at least should) be cured in prison, Van de Wall aligns himself with a school 
of thought on imprisonment, the tenets of which were later synthesized in Foucault’s Discipline and 
Punish.33 As Foucault puts it, in the late eighteenth century, the penal system began shifting its attention 
away from judging crimes and towards judging “the soul of the criminal.”34 And although he places 
the beginning of this process more than one hundred and fifty years before the publication of The 
Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals, the questions that he claims were asked in the penal 
 
30 “Charter of the Russell Sage Foundation,” In Laws of the State of New York passed at the 130th Session of the 
Legislature. Volume 1, 187. Quoted in John M.Glenn, Lilian Brandt, and F. Emerson Andrews, The Russell Sage 
Foundation 1907–1946 (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1947), 11. 
31 Glenn, Brandt, and Andrews, The Russell Sage Foundation, 327–328. 
32 Willem van de Wall, The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals: Its Application in the Treatment and Care 
of the Morally and Mentally Afflicted (New York: National Bureau for the Advancement of Music, 1924), 9. 
33 Foucault, Discipline and Punish 
34 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 18–19. 
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system after this shift—”Where did [this crime] originate in the author?” and “How do we see the 
future development of the offender?”—are at the heart of Van de Wall’s work.35 
Van de Wall opens The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals with a censure against 
the criminal justice system, which he believes has shied away from such questions and instead has 
made prisons places “where steel bars and concrete cells and guards armed to the teeth repress the 
prisoner’s individuality and suggest to him that he is indeed a dangerous, hideous monster.”36 He 
rejects the term “penal institution” as reflective of an outdated mode of thought, which places value 
on punishment and on the repression of individuality and claims that the modern world requires 
substituting such institutions for ones that are “humane, scientific and restorative,” where people are 
re-educated and reformed rather than punished.37 Van de Wall goes on to argue that this shift from a 
penal to a reformative model in carceral institutions can be best effectuated through music. In the 
remainder of his text, he positions music as a valuable tool that can be used in prison management for 
the accomplishment of two principal objectives: greater discipline among prison populations and an 
increased focus on the personhood and individuality of incarcerated people.  
A passage from the introduction points to the ways in which Van de Wall thought that these 
objectives might be achieved, as well as to the degree to which he saw them as dependent on each 
other. After offering his readers a description of a hypothetical prisoner in a typical penal institution, 
Van de Wall paints an evocative scene in which music transforms both the prisoner and the institution 
as a whole: 
…music floats in as a stream of divine energy and love, and embraces and caresses with the 
same impartial tenderness and fullness and glow all these encaged convicts, barred by steel, 
stone and the penal system from human tenderness and loving human self-expression. And at 
once the evil cage-beast dissolves and the repressed better man wakes up, touched by the 
 
35 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 18–19. 
36 Van de Wall, The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals, 18. 
37 Van de Wall, The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals, 13. 
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divine kiss, Music. He listens to the tunes, chimes in with them; the beautiful strains awaken 
corresponding harmonious feelings and thoughts, and a craving to express his better self drives 
him to participate. After the music he is desirous of talking about the people he loves most in 
the world—he unburdens his soul. He is willing to do and to obey any kind of order for the 
sake of being allowed to enjoy the music-making or listening once more.38 
In this scenario, music turns the prisoner from a dejected non-individual, part of an indiscernible mass 
of criminals, into a person ready to participate in society. It serves a humanizing purpose, all while 
being a method for control: The criminal-turned-individual is keen to keep this newfound status and 
is therefore “willing to do and to obey any kind of order.” 
While this scenario is hypothetical, Van de Wall continues to use a similarly florid style and 
evocative imagery even when describing ostensibly real situations.39 As such, the wording in this 
introductory passage should not be treated as incidental. The description of music as something that 
“floats in as a stream of divine energy and love,” despite its figurative nature, is revealing of the manner 
in which Van de Wall understood the purpose of music in prisons. He conceived of it as something 
important, but not inherent, to the carceral space and as something that is introduced into this space 
not by prisoners themselves, but from without.40 While in the passage quoted above, music is given 
an almost deus ex machina entrance, Van de Wall goes on to address the processes through which music 
should be introduced into prisons by qualified professionals such as himself, equipped to administer 
musical education behind bars. 
 
38 Van de Wall, The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals, 18–19. 
39 Van de Wall is writing from real experiences that he had while visiting and working in institutions in New 
York State, but the style and structure of the pamphlet largely obscure the degree to which the events he 
describes are real, imagined, or composite. 
40 The pamphlet features only one exception along these lines. Van de Wall gives an account of an account of 
an older Hungarian woman being charmed by the angelic voice of her seventeen-year-old cellmate. The older 
woman teaching the younger one a Hungarian song in return. Upon hearing her cellmate’s performance, she is 
figuratively transported away from the prison and comes to feel “again at home, and young and happy” (25). 
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Van de Wall’s emphasis on didacticism and on the importance of introducing musical educators 
to prisons places his work at odds with the thought of folklorists like the Lomaxes who sought to find 
isolated, untouched musical communities through their prison work. While the Lomaxes were 
interested in the musical and cultural creativity of the prisoners they recorded, Van de Wall often 
expressed ambivalent feelings about any inherent creativity that incarcerated people might possess 
prior to the involvement of qualified professionals. His ideas on the matter are only briefly suggested 
in The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals, but are further elucidated in a later work, the 
1936 monograph Music in Institutions.41 In a passage concerning both incarcerated people and patients 
in mental health institutions, Van de Wall acknowledges that some prisoners do have a propensity for 
creativity, but that their pathological tendencies, which caused them to be imprisoned in the first place, 
come through in their art. He writes: 
Since subconscious preparation is a component of most creative work, it is evident that in the 
spontaneous creations of many inmates subconscious psychic elements will be discovered. It 
should not be overlooked that these psychisms are often symptoms of a weak or unhealthy 
mind rather than of a strong and sound one. Most of the spontaneous so-called ‘art’ 
productions of mental patients and of prison inmates have nothing to do with art in the 
technical and cultural sense of the term. In their odd ornamentation and superficial treatment 
of a subject they show a lack of sound observation and intelligent workmanship.42 
In this passage, Van de Wall does not position the qualified musical instructor as somebody who needs 
to introduce music into the prison. The instructor’s role, however, is no less didactic here. For Van de 
Wall, the management of prisoners’ musical creativity necessitates careful redirection away from art 
that is symptomatic of “a weak or unhealthy mind” and into healthy, “normal” artistic production. 
“The music leader’s share in [prisoners’] treatment,” he explains later on, “consists of helping them to 
 
41 Willem van de Wall, Music in Institutions (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1936). 
42 Van de Wall, Music in Institutions, 242. 
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the habits of artistic thinking through which the satisfying experience that musical production affords 
may be retrained.”43 
The redirection from pathological music-making into normative musical behavior as described 
in this passage is at the core of Van de Wall’s philosophy. Throughout his writing on music’s 
applicability to prisons, he describes it as an important part of a larger social readjustment program 
meant to bridge the distance between the prisoner and proper, respectable society. A 1922 address, 
which he gave at the Annual Congress of the American Prison Association puts these ideas into even 
more literal terms. After opening with the claim that music is “a powerful inexpensive means of 
disciplinarian work in individual and group reconstruction,” Van de Wall goes on to describe the 
process of reconstruction in more precise terms.44 In a passage about the “constitutionally criminal,” 
a rare class of people whom he describes as impervious to reform, Van de Wall states: “Now music 
cannot do anything for these…If they were taken apart in a thousand pieces and rebuilt they would 
come out the same.”45 What is implied is that for those who are not “constitutionally criminal” and 
who came to a life crime through environmental factors, music could become a way of reconstituting 
the self. 
The metaphorical description of the process of taking incarcerated people apart and 
reconstructing them in this passage again aligns Van de Wall with many theorists of the modern prison. 
As Caleb Smith has put it in his 2009 book The Prison and the American Imagination, images of 
deconstruction and reconstruction, annihilation and revival have been at the core of conceptions of 
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the penitentiary in the United States since its earliest days.46 Smith identifies in such conceptions “two 
starkly opposing figures: a reflecting self-governing soul and a cadaverous dehumanized body.”47 
Despite their antithesis, these images are able to coexist because as early as the eighteenth century, 
thought on imprisonment was “organized around a narrative of rebirth, and the narrative required, as 
a precondition, the convict’s virtual death.”48 Even if he does not put it in terms quite as stark as death 
and rebirth, Van de Wall’s theory of musical reconstruction is evidence of thought along similarly 
transformative lines. The prisoner—either in a cadaverous, dejected, unmusical condition, or in a state 
of pathological music-making—is helped toward rebirth, reconstruction, and reform by the musical 
educator. 
Van de Wall’s work places few limitations on the types of music through which one could 
achieve such a transformation. His writing advocates more for the introduction of musical training 
into prisons full stop and for the corrections of what he loosely describes as musically pathological 
behaviors. His thoughts on what genres should be present in correctional settings appear to have 
changed over the years and tend to have been based more on the shifts in public consensus around 
popular genres than on any fixed ideas about what musical genres might mean for reform. For 
instance, a striking image from The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals shows a group of 
girls in white gowns from the Wayside Home for Delinquent Girls in Valley Stream, New York. Van 
de Wall’s caption reads, “jazz addicts transformed into refined classic dancers, inspired by the music 
of the great masters,” thereby positioning jazz as a barrier to normal musical (and therefore moral) 
functioning.49 By 1936, when Music in Institutions was published, however, Van de Wall seems to have 
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had a more favorable opinion on jazz, advocating for its use as “a constructive musical activity for 
institutions” due to its popularity in the world beyond the institution. “To play, sing, dance, and listen 
to jazz,” in Van de Wall’s words “often means to an inmate that he is keeping up with the times.”50 
Again, here, we find a train of thought opposed to the Lomaxes’ aims. While they, as folklorists, 
sought out spaces and musics largely untouched by modern trends, Van de Wall placed value in 
musically “keeping up with the times” behind bars; in his mind, being connected to popular trends 
was beneficial to the musical replication of society behind bars and, as a result, to the rapprochement 
between prisoners and the general population and to their transformation into good citizens. 
Van de Wall’s writing does suggest the applicability of a diverse range of genres in prisons and 
he stresses the importance of crafting musical instruction to the needs, both in terms of culture and 
artistic aptitude, of each individual prisoner. This diversity in genre and approach, however, is 
countered by the one unifying concept in Van de Wall’s work: the importance of musical didacticism. 
No matter the genre, a qualified instructor is necessary to guide the prisoner in its proper application 
and performance. In this respect, among others, this leading thinker of music and imprisonment in 
the early twentieth century presented an outlook on the purposes and uses of prison music which 
contrasted with the Lomaxes’ aims and theoretical outlook. 
By the early 1930s, Van de Wall’s ideas had garnered popularity among those familiar with his 
output, but had also largely become part of the general parlance of individuals involved with music in 
correctional settings. His 1922 address at the Congress of the American Prison Association reached a 
wide audience of administrators across the country and his work frequently appeared in the popular 
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press and trade journals.51 And by the early 1930s, many talks at the Congress echoed Van de Wall’s 
ideology: That music was an important tool for criminal reform and therefore, one that should be 
applied with great care by a knowledgeable professional.52 
Prison Reform and the Censure of White Incarceration 
Let us now return to the responses to Lomax’s 1934 circular letter in order to consider how the 
antecedent conditions set up by thinkers like Van de Wall along with wider Progressive- and 
Depression-era conceptions of crime, imprisonment, reform, and readjustment, affected the decisions 
made by Lomax’s correspondents about whether or not to contribute musical material to his project. 
A number of the rejections seem to have been motivated by their authors’ belief that songs like the 
ones sought by Lomax would only be present in an institution very much like the one described at the 
beginning of Van de Wall’s The Utilization of Music in Prisons and Mental Hospitals: an institution that 
sought to punish rather than to reform, one that did not attempt to replicate society but instead left 
prisoners to their own devices and thus kept them isolated, dejected, and convinced of their 
unredeemable status as criminals. This view appears to have been popular with respondents from 
juvenile institutions, variously billed as training schools, state schools, or industrial schools.53 Among 
 
51 See Willem van de Wall, “Music as a Means of Mental Discipline,” Archives of Occupational Therapy 2 (February 
1923); Willem van de Wall, “How Music Is Saving Thousands from Permanent Mental Breakdown,” The Etude 
43 (September 1925): 613–14. 
52 See A. N. Dunsmore “Educational Work in Prisons,” Proceedings of the Annual Congress of the American Prison 
Association 1931 (1931): 283–290. In this address Dunsmore, the Director of Education at the Western State 
Penitentiary of Pennsylvania, advocates for the reformative power of music. He evinces an understanding of 
the purpose of incarceration typical of its era: “It is my work,” he claims “to teach these men the fundamentals 
that make for good citizenship; it is our duty to help them find themselves and lead them to the fulfillment of 
their birthrights.” And although this is not the central topic of his address, he reports that at the Western State 
Penitentiary music, “under the direction of a trained outside instructor” was producing astounding results, even 
with people who had “not responded to any other method of approach.” The move towards restoration, 
reformation, and good citizenship could, for Dunsmore, be accomplished in part through professionalized 
musical education. 
53 On the politics behind the names of juvenile institutions in this period see Rothman, Conscience and Convenience, 
263. Rothman attests that “one symbolic indication of the impact of Progressive ideology…was the widespread 
 53 
these respondents was Margaret Hutton Abels, the superintendent of the Wisconsin Industrial School 
for Girls, which held mostly white “delinquent” girls under eighteen, many of them committed for 
sexual violations, truancy, and theft.54 Abels sent her regrets to Lomax; she could provide no material, 
since the institution she managed was “educational and correctional but not penal.” To this she 
appended an explanation. Thanks to the efforts of a dedicated music teacher who led a chorus and an 
orchestra at the institution, its music was “of very high grade both as to subject and rendition.” Thelma 
Bradford from the State School for Girls in Randolph, Arizona was in charge of managing an 
institution similar in demographics and mission as Abels and her response suggests that she was of an 
opinion comparable to her colleague’s.55 Bradford wrote Lomax a lengthy letter asserting that the girls 
at her institution “do not seem to be interested in ‘prison ballad,’ as they do not feel that this is a 
prison.” Instead of a prison, Bradford conceived of her institution as “a home” in which the girls were 
“taught accordingly” and received musical instruction on “some classical pieces, popular music, and 
folk-songs that all children love to sing.”  
Although letters from juvenile institutions for boys came in smaller numbers and tended to be 
shorter, their authors evinced similar opinions. According to Paul S. Blandford, the superintendent of 
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the Virginia Industrial School for Boys, he had no songs to offer to Lomax.56 Blandford justified his 
lack of access to material through the demographics of his institution—exclusively white boys under 
the age of eighteen—and concluded his letter with a forceful statement: “Our boys are too young to 
have learned these ballads, and we hope they never will.” Blandford’s brief letter provides little 
information about musical life at the industrial school, but it seems to suggest that, like other 
respondents from juvenile schools and reformatories, he considered the songs requested by Lomax 
to be known by a certain type of person housed in a particular type of institution and that he 
understood his mission to be to ensure that the school does not become such an institution and that 
the boys under his supervision do not become such people.  
Two principal themes emerge from this small but representative sample of responses from 
juvenile institutions. First, the correspondents show that, in their role as supervisors, they aimed to 
mimic non-penal settings (those of the school and the home). They suggest that this mimicking relied, 
at least in part, on music and that it resulted in an atmosphere that did not allow for the existence of 
the type of song they understood Lomax to be requesting. Second, they assert the importance not of 
musical activity of just any kind, but rather of musical instruction performed with dedication, care and 
control. When Thelma Bradford wrote to Lomax that the adolescents at the State School for Girls in 
Randolph were “taught accordingly,” this was no mere accident of wording. She, like many of the 
other respondents from juvenile institutions, was echoing contemporaneous ideas about the 
importance of musical didacticism and control to the transformation of individuals from ones inclined 
to criminal activity into ones who would be productive members of society and would become good, 
law-abiding citizens. 
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It is hardly surprising that respondents from schools and reformatories tended to be adamant 
about their inability to provide prison songs to the Lomaxes and that, in their rejections, they placed 
emphasis on instructional musical practices. These respondents were writing from institutions that 
were only a few decades old and, as such, were still establishing their reputations. Throughout the 
nineteenth century many children nationwide had been housed with adult offenders, but between 1899 
and 1928 nearly all states established separate courts for juvenile offences and numerous institutions 
for adolescent boys and girls were built.57 While this shift was instrumental in the establishment of 
juvenile institutions, the newfound interest in the well-being of adolescents was also the source of 
careful scrutiny and administrators of schools and reformatories for minor offenders took care in 
portraying their institutions as places where their charges, part of an especially vulnerable sector of the 
population, were re-educated and reformed in conditions entirely divorced from those of the brutal 
nineteenth-century-style prisons in which adolescents were previously housed. 58 
And yet, recent work by sociologist Geoff Ward has shown that this shift in the practices of 
juvenile justice did not have equal effects on all minors.59 The carceral system tended to prioritize the 
reform and rehabilitation of white boys and girls, while Black adolescents were subjected to what Ward 
has described as “Jim Crow juvenile justice”: They were frequently charged as if they were of age and 
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were treated and incarcerated alongside adults, with the exception of rare cases in which separate 
facilities for Black children were built, oftentimes after persistent efforts by Black reformers and 
activists. 60 Therefore, as Ward puts it, “[the] liberal agenda of American juvenile justice became aligned 
with [the] goal of maintaining the boundaries of a white democracy.”61 
This inequality is reflected in the letters of Lomax’s respondents. Most of them were written by 
individuals who were in charge either of institutions that admitted only white children or of integrated 
ones with an overwhelming white majority. And while, in their correspondence, they rarely make direct 
statements about race, when they do so it is always with the goal of explaining away the absence of 
“prison songs.” As example, we can turn to a letter by M. O. T. Bezanson, the superintendent of the 
State Industrial School for Girls in Tecumseh, Oklahoma. 62 Bezanson, like many of the other 
correspondents, rejects Lomax’s request and states that the girls at her institution have “composed” 
no songs because, due to their young age, they “have had little opportunity to develop very much 
originality.” After this, however, Bezanson goes on to justify the absence of such songs through the 
non-penal nature of the school, but also, at least in part, through its demographics: “Then too, the 
inmates are white girls,” she explains, “and the atmosphere not penal. We are endeavoring to make it 
a training school, indeed, with an atmosphere of home life is (sic) so far as we can grant it.” 
The application of juvenile justice system’s principles differed not only when it came to race, 
but also along gender lines and this comes through in the letters as well. Responses from institutions 
for boys were less numerous and they tended to be much shorter and to provide less information 
about musical activities. This likely owes itself to the larger size of such institutions, but can also be 
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explained through the differing ideas about male and female child delinquency and reform in the 
period. While juvenile institutions, no matter the gender of their wards, tended to emphasize a 
reformative rather than penal atmosphere, ones for boys often described their grounds as a campus, 
while schools and reformatories for girls were almost exclusively modeled after the home.63 The 
musical activities to which respondents from institutions for boys referred in their letters—glee clubs, 
bands, orchestras—are evocative of an educational setting, while ones for girls tended to emphasize 
group singing and music-making of a domestic nature.64 This difference is present because, as historian 
Mary Odem has argued, girls’ schools and reformatories “took their cue from recent trends that 
emphasized rehabilitation instead of punishment and individualized treatment instead of regimented 
control” and aimed “to train girls to become good housewives and mothers, to channel their 
misguided sexual energy into preparation for marriage and motherhood.”65 In the home-like settings 
of girls’ reformatories and schools, music held an important position as part of a larger program that 
trained girls in skills that were valued in the domestic sphere. In addition, because “misguided sexual 
energy” was often framed as a key cause of female juvenile delinquency, musical education was seen 
as a way to channel this energy into a more productive and socially-acceptable activity.66  
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All in all, the refusals of many of the correspondents from juvenile institutions highlight the 
ways in which intersecting ideas about race, class, gender, and age came to delimit the music available 
to the Lomaxes for their collection. The desire to present training schools, industrial schools, and 
reformatories in a positive light motivated many respondents from such institutions to reject Lomax’s 
request. Suggesting that they understood Lomax to be seeking songs that inhabited punitive 
institutions, they argued that they could be of no help: even if they were considered to be part of the 
carceral system, their institutions—training schools, industrial schools, and reformatories largely 
populated by white boys and girls—were not the types of places which would interest Lomax. They 
were modern schools whose purpose was not to maintain, but rather to erase the distance between 
their wards and the rest of society. By claiming that their schools and reformatories were not prisons, 
these respondents effectively safeguarded the image of these institutions and helped shape the 
Lomaxes’ collection. The musics from juvenile institutions never entered the Lomax archive and, as a 
consequence, the white boys and girls incarcerated in them were never musically depicted as prisoners. 
Such claims were both more difficult and often undesirable to make for respondents from state 
and federal facilities populated by adults. As Ethan Blue has detailed in his 2012 book Doing Time in 
the Depression, the harsh economic climate perpetuated by the 1929 events on Wall Street had magnified 
effects behind bars. 67 As the poor became even poorer, many found themselves unable to support 
their families or themselves through legal means. In the meantime, prohibition laws increased the 
number of behaviors seen as illegal and the national prison population nearly tripled during the 1920s 
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and early 1930s, leading to overcrowding in many facilities.68 Consequently, many prison wardens were 
faced with a dilemma. While the tenets of the Progressive era, still in play during the Depression, 
dictated that carceral institutions should aspire to the rehabilitation of (white) prisoners, wardens also 
sought to demonstrate that they had the situation in their overcrowded facilities under control. The 
letters that Lomax received from state and federal adult institutions—despite being less numerous and 
often more curt than the ones from schools and reformatories—show evidence of the ways in which 
wardens and supervisors of facilities for adults used music to deal with this dilemma. In their 
rejections, authors from such prisons tend to give weight either to one or, often, to both of the 
following two factors: (a) the use of music for the purposes of rehabilitation and reform and (b) the 
close eye that they kept on the musical behaviors of prisoners.  
Among the many letters that suggest that their authors placed high value on the surveillance and 
control of musical practices at their institutions was one sent by Louis E. Kunkel, the warden at the 
Indiana State Prison. 69 Kunkel proudly emphasized the pervasive silence of the penitentiary he 
managed: “Singing is not allowed in any part of the prison with the exception of the Chapel where 
hymns are sung for Sunday services and occasionally popular songs for entertainments which are 
given.” The letter that arrived from the New Jersey State Prison did not feature as negative of an 
outlook toward musical behavior writ large, but also exhibited an ethos of surveillance and control. 70 
George L. Selby, the prison’s warden, seems to have been reacting to Lomax’s claim that the prison 
songs he was requesting interested him “no matter how crude or vulgar they may be” and, in response, 
wrote that, “vulgar documents of any nature are immediately destroyed” at the prison and “such 
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communications are not permitted to come into the institution or go out, and any inmate indulging in 
same is subject to disciplinary action.” While these statements likely reflect what Kunkel and Selby 
wanted to communicate to outsiders, rather than what was actually happening in the institutions they 
managed, they do reflect popular understandings of music in Northern prisons.    
Meanwhile, other respondents from state and federal prisons underlined didactic musical 
practices along similar lines as respondents from juvenile institutions. The warden of the Charlestown 
State Prison in Massachusetts emphasized institutional singing: “We have our trained choir, but their 
practice is confined to religious music, which is selected for them.”71 A variation on a similar theme is 
to be found in the response of J. A. Roswell from the Naval Prison at Portsmouth. 72 The letter makes 
a case for the reformative goals of the institution, which Roswell claims were “to make men forget as 
far as possible that they were completely [set] aside from the world” and “to restore self-respect and 
self-confidence and to better equip the men to take an honorable place in society when released.” Its 
text shows, as well, that the restoration of self-respect and self-confidence in the prison population at 
Portsmouth relied on a strict and controlled schedule and that the musical practices at the institution 
took shape during discrete (and brief) time-blocks.73 Roswell, who had recently completed a several 
year stint as part of the prison’s management, describes the musical portions of the schedule as he 
observed them: 
The routine there called for assembly in the auditorium three nights per week three quarters 
of an hour in advance of the showing of sound pictures. On Tuesdays and Fridays the men 
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sang the popular songs of the day. On Sunday evening they sang the old-time religious songs, 
and this latter type were sung with very evident devotion.74 
Finally, an interesting letter was received from the director of the Department of Musical Instruction 
of the Michigan State Prison, E. McFate, who expressed familiarity with some of Lomax’s earlier 
publications on music in prisons, a familiarity which left him convinced that there was little of interest 
that he could offer to the folklorist. 75 McFate explains that reading music was a necessity for the men 
involved in the prison’s many ensembles—including its military band, its orchestra, its church choir, 
its “colored dance or rhythm orchestra,” and its “Hill-Billy group of 7 real hill-billies, who play all the 
old time barn tunes”—and the music at the institution “therefore [has] little to do with to (sic) the 
American Prisoner Folk Song as is done by the prisoners on the Southern plantations where of 
necessity music must be improvised.” 
The line that McFate’s letter draws between the literate musical production at the Northern 
institution where he worked and the oral practices of Black Southern prisoners came to be enshrined 
in the Lomax archive and is representative of the bifurcation among Lomax’s respondents. As I have 
argued, many wardens and supervisors from majority-white institutions in the North and across the 
country were generally reluctant to provide musical materials from their institutions. Their letters 
suggest that they understood there to be a tension between “prison songs” and the modern institutions 
they were trying to run, and that they thought the type of music sought by Lomax to be antithetical 
to their goal of reforming their charges from criminals into law-abiding citizens.  
For the wardens in the Southern segregated prisons who were receptive to the Lomaxes’ request, 
the term “prison song” seems to have presented little cause for consternation. On one hand, it is true 
that the two folklorists did not receive a universally warm welcome in such institutions. In Adventures 
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of a Ballad Hunter, John Lomax quotes the hostile reaction of a South Carolina warden: “if I should let 
the convicts know that ‘the man from Washington’ had come, and then permit you to walk across the 
prison yard, a riot would be on in five minutes. I couldn’t be responsible for what would happen. You 
get away from this place at once, and don’t tell anyone else who you are. And go quickly.”76 On the 
other hand, however, the frequent receptivity with which the Lomaxes were met by wardens in charge 
of Southern segregated prisons—as well the fact that, as the case of the South Carolina warden shows, 
rejections often had more to do with the maintenance of carceral order and discipline than with 
questions about the relationship between music and the reform of prisoners—stands in stark 
opposition to the rest of the responses received by the Lomaxes. 
The reasons behind this variation in the responses are manifold. One of the main causes was 
likely the fact that, as I suggested earlier, white wardens in segregated prisons did not see themselves 
as moral and cultural guardians of the Black prisoners in their institutions to the same degree as 
administrators who largely managed prisoners of their own race. Much like the Black cultural leaders 
famously criticized in Alan Lomax’s Carnegie Foundation proposal, many of the wardens and 
supervisors who managed majority-white institutions guarded the communities of which they were in 
charge. They resisted attempts by the Lomaxes to meddle in these communities and they rejected 
suggestions that their charges might know “crude and vulgar” songs, as Lomax had described them 
in his letter. 
The variation in response can also be attributed to another related factor: the contrasting ways 
in which ideas about incarceration had coalesced in the North and in the South by the 1930s. While 
in the North, the notion of what constitutes a “modern” carceral institution was influenced by the 
many Progressive-era ideas about re-education and rehabilitation discussed in the preceding pages, the 
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Southern segregated institutions that the Lomaxes visited were not conceived along such lines. They 
were shaped around the model of plantation slavery and the chain gang and the men and women 
incarcerated in them were subject to brutal prison labor and corporal punishment. Because of this 
alternate conception, there is a tendency to view such institutions as antithetical to modernity. 
The work of historian Alex Lichtenstein, however, has brought light to the fact that the 
Southern segregated prison was conceived of in no less modern terms than its Northern counterpart.77 
In his influential 1996 book Twice the Work of Free Labor Lichtenstein argues that, since the carceral 
model of the chain gang came about as a result of the abolition of the convict lease system during the 
Progressive era, it was positioned as a less brutal and overt mode of punishment and “a model of 
regional reform and progress.”78 Because of this, and because the road work performed by chain gangs 
was crucial to the modernization the region, the Southern segregated penitentiary became “the 
embodiment of penal humanitarianism, state-sponsored economic modernization and efficiency, and 
racial moderation” in the region.79 Lichtenstein’s work positions the chain gang among other vicious 
and marginalizing realities in the region—his list includes “segregation, disenfranchisement, lynching, 
peonage, poverty, and racism”—that are often thought of as signs of the backwardness of the region, 
but were in fact often positioned as central to regional “progress” and formed a central part of 
“modern” life in the region. 
A similarity emerges, therefore, between the wardens and supervisors who rejected Lomax’s 
request and those who allowed recordings to be made on their grounds. All sought to represent their 
prisons in a manner consistent with a contemporaneous conception of a “modern” prison and its 
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purposes. The differences this conception, established along both regional and racial lines, helped 
shape the Lomax collection into an archive replete with musical representations of Black incarcerated 
men, while silencing the musical evidence of white incarceration and, consequently, helping to exclude 
representations of white criminality from the archive. 
Defining Carceral Spaces, Defining Carceral Musics 
Let us now turn to replies to Lomax’s 1934 letter that did contain information about folk practices and 
about specific folk songs at carceral institutions. The most content-rich among these replies came 
from three institutions: the Ohio State Penitentiary, the Reformatory for Women in Framingham, 
MA, and the Vocational School for Girls in Tullahoma, TN. 
The vast distance in the geographical areas occupied by these three prisons was compounded 
by sharp disparities in the types of people incarcerated in them. The Ohio State Penitentiary could 
house adults of all races and, typically for the national prison population in the 1930s, was made up 
predominantly of white male prisoners.80 The Reformatory for Women in Framingham held adult 
women of many races, and the Vocational School for Girls in Tullahoma solely housed white girls 
under the age of eighteen.81 These demographical differences, in turn, contributed to variations in the 
types of materials sent from each institution. From Tullahoma, the Lomaxes received the text of a 
children’s game song. The letter that came from Framingham referred to the presence of songs from 
Southern and Eastern Europe at the institution and the correspondent from Ohio alerted the Lomaxes 
to folk songs from a variety of genres (with a strong focus on union songs and ‘hobo’ songs), which 
circulated in his prison and in others across the country. While the Lomaxes expressed interest in 
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some of these materials, ultimately the letter trails of all three correspondents run dry. The Lomaxes 
never made recording trips to the prisons in Tullahoma, Framingham, or Ohio and their printed 
publications never highlighted the presence of folk music in these institutions. 
In what follows, I treat the correspondence with Tullahoma, Framingham, and Ohio in turn. In 
contrast to the rich content featured in many of the letters that rejected Lomax’s request, the written 
exchanges with these institutions offer few clues about why the music addressed in them was never 
made part of the Lomax prison project. What they do suggest, however, is the existence of a much 
broader range of folk music practices in United States Depression-era prisons than is present in the 
Lomaxes’ published work. While the prison recordings held in the Lomax collection reflect one 
contemporaneous musical depiction of the prison—as a plantation, as an isolated space, and as a 
faraway farmland that harkens back to the days of slavery—the music that I shall discuss shows that 
this depiction was a choice among many. The correspondence with these three institutions therefore 
shows the curated nature of the Lomaxes’ prison project and offers a counternarrative to the 
representations of American incarceration that the two folklorists presented to their audiences.  
On December 12, 1934, Lomax received a response from Nell Farrar, the superintendent of the 
Correctional School for Girls in Tullahoma, TN (figure 1.2).82 Farrar’s pithy letter contains little 
information about musical practices at the institution she supervised. It does provide evidence, 
however, that, as requested by Lomax, she forwarded to the Library what she refers to as “some 
copies” of songs. These copies have, in the intervening time, been detached from the letter—either 
by one of the Lomaxes themselves or, later on, by an archivist—and Farrar’s text, which does not 
provide their titles, is of little help in their identification. The only clues as to what she might have 
sent come from a few pencil markings at the top of the letter, which appear to have been made at a 
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later date in John Lomax’s hand. An encircled “7” at the center top of the page may refer to the 
number of songs Farrar attached to her letter. Further pencil markings in the upper left corner show 
that Lomax did classify some of what Farrar sent as “prison songs,” but what really seems to have 
interested him was something he underlined in his inscription as “one good nursery song.” 
Underneath, Lomax added the following short reminder for himself: “write for tune.” This reminder 
appears to have precipitated a second point of contact between Lomax and Farrar. In November 1937, 
he followed up and asked for the tune to a song titled “Among the Little White Daisies,” the words 
to which he claimed to have received with Farrar’s original letter.83 Although Lomax’s letter gives no 
indication as to the purpose of his request, Lomax likely wrote to Farrar not because he was interested 
in recording at the institution she supervised, but rather for comparison purposes: a variant of this 
song had been recorded a month earlier by Alan Lomax and his then wife Elizabeth in Kentucky.84 
 
Figure 1.2: Nell Farrar’s letter to John Lomax, December, 1934. 
John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers 
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The correspondence from the Ohio State Penitentiary came from a man named John Leslie. 
Unlike the intended recipients of Lomax’s letter, Leslie was a prisoner employed at the penitentiary’s 
library, rather than a warden or a supervisor. His writing, however, showed a level of knowledge about 
American folk music that must have intrigued Lomax. The two men entered into a brief 
correspondence, over the course of which Leslie provided Lomax with texts or notated versions of 
twelve songs.85 While these texts and notations were detached from the letters and I have not been 
able to locate Leslie’s versions of them in the Lomaxes’ archives, the body of his letters show that he 
sent the following songs: 
“The Big Rock Candy Mountains,”  
“The Bums’ Convention at Montreal” 
“You’ll Get Pie in the Sky when You Die” 
“Beside a Western Water Tank” 




“You’re A Mormon! Go back to Utah” 
“Three Whores from Buffalo” 
 
“Eli” 
“An Indiana Girl” 
“Prison Down in Tennessee” 
The first six songs concern the intertwined woes of laborers, unionists, and so-called “hoboes.” The 
next two are humorous ballads, while the last three are titles for songs that I have not been able to 
identify by title alone. In addition to the materials he sent, Leslie suggested additional founts for folk 
songs. “A fruitful source for some of the authentic songs of prisons,” he wrote to Lomax, “are the 
various prison publications: the Bulletin of San Quentin, Good Words of Atlanta, The News of this 
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penitentiary and The Mirror of Stillwater Minnesota.”86 Like newspapers in the “free world,” these 
penitentiary publications frequently published the texts of popular folk songs, printing them as 
broadside ballads, with the idea that readers could supply the tunes from memory, so Leslie’s assertion 
links to the Lomaxes’ understanding of musical practices under incarceration in interesting, yet 
contradictory ways. On the one hand, the printing of folk songs as text-only versions suggests that, as 
the Lomaxes thought, prisoners held a large amount of folk material in their memories. On the other, 
however, Leslie’s knowledge of prison newspapers across the country shows that many prisoners had 
access to print sources through which to supplement their musical practices and did not solely rely on 
oral traditions. It also puts into question the Lomaxes’ understanding of carceral isolation by giving 
evidence of a flow of information between carceral institutions across the country.87 
The response that Lomax received from the Reformatory for Women in Framingham also 
offered rich materials. On December 28, 1934 Miriam Van Waters, the superintendent, wrote:  
We have a strong International Club here, composed of all foreign-born women. It is under 
the direction of a woman trained in anthropology, Miss Helen Adams. 
A good deal of interesting folk song and folk lore material has come to light. Would you be 
interested in this material in foreign languages, particularly Russian, Portuguese, and 
Lithuanian? We have, too, a few doggerel ballads of the traditional sort.88 
Lomax seems to have never responded to this letter, so we cannot know exactly what songs Van 
Waters might have eventually sent. However, an article in the Radcliffe Quarterly written by Helen Smith, 
an intern at the reformatory, provides clues about the International Club’s activities and suggests a 
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number of interesting parallels between the Lomaxes’ prison work and goings on at Framingham.89 
According to the article, the woman mentioned in Van Waters’ letter, Helen Adams, was a graduate 
student at Radcliffe College and an intern at the reformatory. At the end of 1934, Adams helped the 
International Club stage a play based on a folk legend and, for this purpose, she embarked on a small 
prison folk song-collecting project of her own. Along with another intern, the musician Alice Freeman, 
Adams met with members of the International Club and transcribed the folk-songs these members 
remembered from their early years in their home countries. According to Helen Smith’s article, these 
included “some lovely Russian melodies, an unusual [Romani] tune, and interesting Portuguese and 
Polish songs and dances.”90 It is almost certainly this collection of songs that Van Waters was offering 
to Lomax. Although the songs collected by Helen Adams were never published either by the Lomaxes 
or elsewhere, it appears that these incarcerated women’s musical knowledge offered up a living archive 
of folk song much along the same lines as that of the Black prisoners that interested the Lomaxes. 
Thus, despite containing promises of potentially fruitful musical material, the letters of all three 
of these correspondents led neither to recordings nor to substantial contributions to the Lomaxes’ 
published work. In each of the three cases, there is a valid explanation. The fact that the songs 
addressed by John Leslie were circulated in prison newspapers likely deterred the Lomaxes from 
expressing interest: as was typical of folklorists of their time, they were focused on oral traditions. 
Meanwhile, the foreign-language materials offered by Van Waters did not fit with the rest of the 
Lomaxes’ work, which had so far only featured songs in English. Finally, as Alan and Elizabeth 
Lomax’s Kentucky recording of “Among the Little White Daisies” shows, songs like the ones sent by 
Nell Farrar could be more easily acquired in non-carceral settings. 
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Because of this, information about the musical lives of prisoners in Ohio, Framingham, and 
Tullahoma has survived in the Lomax archive only through letters and song texts. These materials, 
however point to the existence of rich musical communities in the three institutions. And although 
these communities differed from the ones the Lomaxes studied, they were also populated by sets of 
people who were often targets of the carceral system in the 1930s. The “hoboes,” laborers, and 
unionists referred to in the majority of the songs in John Leslie’s letters were closely-related in early 
twentieth century America, a time when the term “hobo” was not only a colloquial way of referring 
to homeless people, but a word associated with itinerant laborers who populated unions across the 
country.91 The concerns of these itinerant laborers were frequently the topic of songs written by union 
leaders. After the First World War, with fears of communism on the rise among U.S. government 
officials, union members experienced high rates of incarceration.92 And while few of them remained 
in prison into the 1930s, as Leslie’s letter suggests their songs retained popularity behind bars and 
continued to be circulated among prisoners from a variety of ethnicities and backgrounds. Meanwhile, 
the International Club at Framingham was well-populated, because working class women from South 
European and Eastern European countries were targeted with particular frequency and were often 
imprisoned on charges of promiscuity and prostitution, but also a had a higher chance of being housed 
in a reformatory like Framingham, while African American women tended to be sentenced to hard 
labor in federal and state facilities. 93 Finally, the Vocational School in Tullahoma housed preteen and 
 
91 Todd DePastino, Citizen Hobo: How a Century of Homelessness Shaped America. (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003). 
92 Dean Strang, Keep the Wretches in Order: America’s Biggest Mass Trial, the Rise of the Justice Department, and the Fall 
of the IWW (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2019). 
93 Nicole Hahn Rafter, “Prisons for Women, 1790-1980,” Crime and Justice 5 (1983): 158; Sarah Haley, No Mercy 
Here: Gender, Punishment, and the Making of Jim Crow Modernity (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
2016), 6. Haley, has pointed out that black women were often incarcerated alongside or at least like men. Only 
“white women’s protection was codified in the law establishing chain gangs.”93 
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teenage girls, many of them from the working classes, who were often vilified for a range of 
behaviors—insubordination to authority and broadly defined sexual misconduct chief among them. 
They were placed in vocational schools to be re-educated into so-called “proper” and “pure” modes 
of behavior.94 
The children’s songs, European folk songs, and union songs addressed by the three 
correspondents discussed in the preceding section are not the genres that typically come to mind when 
modern audiences think of music from American prisons, as they contrast with the narrow but popular 
musical representations of incarceration popularized by the Lomaxes and by the many folklorists who 
followed in their footsteps.95 While we cannot expect that even the most prolific of song collectors 
would record all material available or interesting to them, we must acknowledge that, despite the rich 
diversity of folk music activity in Depression era prisons, the Lomaxes made choices in their prison 
work which helped shape narratives about who sang “prison songs,” who populated American prisons 
and, therefore, who could be seen a prisoner and criminal. Further, their decision to focus nearly 
exclusively on Black male prisoners coincided with a period during which the identities addressed in 
the songs they chose not to record—union members, foreign-born women, and young working-class 
girls—were decreasingly associated with crime. While people bearing these identities continued to be 
subject to social and legal discrimination, the justice system began turning its eye away from them and 
towards men of color. In particular, as historian Khalil Gibran Muhammad has argued, it is in this 
 
94 Lisa Pasko, “Damaged Daughters: The History of Girls’ Sexuality and the Juvenile Justice System,” The Journal 
of Criminal Law and Criminology (2010): 1099-1130. 
95 These include Pete Seeger, Bruce Jackson, and Harry Oster, among others. 
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period that Black men were unjustifiably stereotyped into what would become, in his words, “the most 
enduring and potent symbol of criminality in modern American history.”96 
Conclusion 
In light of this, it is important to remember that the materials published by the Lomaxes are only the 
front-facing portion of a much richer archive. This archive has missing pieces and lost trails, but it 
yields an understanding of a wider, largely hidden range of contemporaneous folk music practice in 
Depression-era American prisons. At the same time, there is a crucial difference between the objects 
I have discussed in this section (letters which refer to music, but are essentially silent) and the well-
known materials that the Lomaxes’ published (notated songs in printed collections and recordings that 
can be sounded, respectively, by a performer or by a machine). I argue, however, that this set of silent 
archival objects can be used to suggest the existence of a lost world of sound and, in turn, knowledge 
of this lost world can inform our understanding of the Lomaxes’ collection of popular, published, 
sounding materials. In this final section let us briefly turn to some of these sounding materials. 
In 1933, “Lightnin’” Washington, and an unnamed group of men incarcerated at Darrington 
State Prison Farm performed the work song “Good God Almighty” for the Lomaxes.97 The text of 
the song depicts a scene typical of Depression-era segregated prisons in the United States South: While 
at work, a group of prisoners sees a guard approaching, a whip in hand. They beg for forgiveness and 
 
96 Khalil Gibran Muhammad, “Where Did All the White Criminals Go?: Reconfiguring Race and Crime on the 
Road to Mass Incarceration,” Souls 13.1 (2011): 72-90. 
97 Although this performance is mentioned in the Lomaxes’ field notes and written publications, it appears to 
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them again. This later performance was preserved on tape and deposited at the Library of Congress. See John 
Avery Lomax, Alan Lomax, Lightnin’ Washington, and Unidentified. Great God A’mighty. Sandy Point, Texas, 
1934, AFS 183. The 1934 recording was later published under the title “Good God Almighty” in Jail House 
Bound: John Lomax’s First Southern Prison Recordings, 1933. CD. West Virginia University Press Sound Archive 9, 
2012. 
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try to work faster, endeavoring to avoid the guard’s punishment. Like many of the songs that 
incarcerated people performed for the Lomaxes, “Good God Almighty” is skillful, harrowing, 
provocative and defiant in the face of hardship. This fact did not escape the either of the two 
folklorists’ attention. For instance, in his 1947 autobiography Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, John Lomax 
reminisced in a striking manner about the first time he heard “Lightnin’” Washington perform: 
Lightnin’s eyes blazed as he sang…His color was deep black…Lightnin’ was still young—not 
yet thirty—serving his second term. His strong, graceful body swayed with the rhythm and 
fervor of the signing. Lightnin’ was leading a song describing the days when convicts were 
leased by Texas to owners of large cotton and cane plantations, sometimes to be driven under 
the lash until they fell from exhaustion; many, according to rumor, dying from sunstroke amid 
the sun-baked rows of corn and cane…The song pictures what went on in the minds of a gang 
of field workers, one of whom they though was about to be punished.98 
In an equally evocative passage, Lomax describes the reaction this performance provoked among 
those present at the recording site: 
The listeners in the room grew tense as the four strong voices blended in the terrible sweep 
of the song…Even outside, in the adjacent iron-barred dormitory the chatter and clamor of 
two hundred black convicts became stilled into awed and reminiscent silence as the song swept 
on, growing in power to the end, while Lightnin’, blue-black, vivid, poised as if for flight, 
leaned forward and sang with his three comrades, ‘Great Godamighty!99 
Lomax combines an exoticized description of Lightnin’ Washington’s physicality and, in particular, 
his skin tone, with a vivid characterization of the sound that Washington and his quartet made as a 
“terrible sweep.” Through this, he positions the performance as a rare, awe-inspiring, and capable of 
stilling all those who hear it. Crucially, he draws a contrast between the sound of the prisoners’ voices 
and the silence it inspired in its audience. 
The interaction between sound and silence, palpable in this passage, also reverberates in many 
facets of the Lomax prison song collection. In fact, it was precisely an anxiety about silence that 
spurred the Lomaxes’ interest in prison music. They sought to preserve what they understood to be a 
 
98 John Lomax, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter (New York: Macmillan, 1947), 160. 
99 Lomax, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, 161. 
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dying tradition and saw Southern prisons as some of the only spaces where songs like “God Almighty” 
were not rapidly dissolving into silence.  
At the same time, like all folklorists, the Lomaxes had to make choices in their work. That is, 
they had to decide which songs they would record and preserve as sounding archival objects and, 
conversely, which ones they were willing to leave unrecorded and under risk of dissolving into silence. 
In many ways, this curation has increased the prestige and reach of the Lomaxes’ recordings, as it has 
positioned them as rare and carefully selected objects. After all, as Jonathan Sterne has pointed out, 
historical sound recordings gain cultural value only if most objects of their kind are lost. As he puts it, 
“the interplay between a bit of access and large sections of inaccessibility is precisely what makes the 
past intriguing, mysterious, and potentially revelatory.”100 If we follow this logic, we can conclude that 
the Lomax prison recordings have acquired their worth, in no small part as remnants of a lost and 
silent past: They preserve only a few among the many voices of early twentieth-century prisoners.  
Nevertheless, the selective nature of these recordings, has also shaped larger ideas about race in 
the United States. The Lomaxes only preserved the voices of Southern Black prisoners as sonic 
objects, thus keeping the music of the many other people who populated early twentieth-century U.S. 
prisons silent from their collection. The resultant focus of this collection has influenced the public’s 
racialized ideas about what kinds of people are incarcerated and what kinds of music they tend to 
perform. The manner in which narratives about race have been shaped through the Lomaxes’ 
interactions with Black prisoners has received ample analysis. However, little attention has been given 
to their dealings with prisoners of other races and with the many contemporaneous folk practices in 
prisons across the United States. Due to the limited nature of such interactions, John Lomax’s 1934 
circular letter is an important and unique source. The letter and its responses provide information 
 
100 Jonathan Sterne, “The Preservation Paradox,” in: 21st Century Perspectives on Music, Technology, and Culture: 
Listening Spaces, ed. Richard Purcell and Richard Randall (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 157. 
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about musics, identities, and lived realities that the Lomaxes did not include in their published 
materials and therefore help bring further light to the delimited nature of their well-known recordings. 
Reading these responses alongside the recordings the Lomaxes did make, can help focus our 
attention on the arbitrary and shifting lines along which criminality is constructed, on the plight of a 
range of prisoners who were typical in the U.S. in the Depression era and on the unique and undue 
hardships faced by the Black men recorded by the Lomaxes. Most crucially, it can also change the way 
we understand the delimited nature of the Lomaxes’ song collection and the ways in which the 
Lomaxes’ popular but often contentious recordings have profoundly shaped perceptions of prison 
life. 
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CHAPTER 2  
Incarceration, Race, and Morality 
in Early 20th-Century Song Collections: 
The Lomax Prison Project in Context 
Even the richest and most meticulously kept archives have gaps and omissions. Some are the result 
of the intentional actions of curators and key decision-makers, while others are of a more mundane 
nature and owe themselves to accidental losses and small instances of inattention. The previous 
chapter focused on a gap of the former variety. I showed how a series of choices made around in the 
early 1930s by prison officials and by the Lomaxes themselves defined the boundaries of the Lomax 
prison project. These choices solidified the Lomaxes’ focus on the musical output of Black men 
imprisoned in plantation-style facilities in the Southern United States and helped shape 
contemporaneous ideas of criminality, race, and their relationship to music. I begin this chapter with 
a gap that is much more quotidian but, I argue, just as worthy of examination. 
I first came across this document (figure 2.1) in the John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers 
at the American Folklife Center. It was dated August 17, 1937 and was signed by, Acting-Chief of the 
Library of Congress’s Division of Music.1 At that time, this role was held by Harold Spivacke. 
 
1 Harold Spivacke to Dr. Leo J. Palmer, August 17, 1934, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, John 
A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers, 1932–1968, Box 1, Folder 47.  
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Figure 2.1. Harold Spivacke’s letter to Dr. Leo J. Palmer. August 17, 1937. 
American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers, 1932-1968 
At first glance, this piece of correspondence seems rather ordinary. It is one among many letters 
written during this time by a Library staff member in response to a request for access to musical 
materials from the Archive of American Folk Song. Upon closer inspection, however, some of the 
document’s distinctive qualities emerge. The typescript in the upper left corner indicates that Spivacke 
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was responding to a “letter dated July 30 from Dr. Leo J. Palmer, Superintendent [of] Wallkill Prison” 
and the main text suggests that he was declining a request, telling Palmer that despite the Library’s 
selection of music recorded in prisons under the supervision of the folklorist John A. Lomax, copies 
could not be provided. The recordings were, in his words, “not yet available for duplication or 
distribution” and he directed Palmer to several printed publications of prison songs. These included 
“two collections by John and Alan Lomax,” American Ballads and Folk Songs (1934) and Negro [Folk] 
Songs as Sung by Lead Belly (1936), as well as “others of the same type,” namely the folk song collection 
Negro Songs of Protest published by Lawrence Gellert in 1936 and two books of piano-vocal 
arrangements of prison songs: Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer Song Folio No. 1 (DeSylva, Brown & 
Henderson, 1933) and 33 Prison and Mountain Songs for Home Folks (Shapiro, Bernstein & Co., 1933).2 
This short letter called for close attention for two reasons. At first, I was drawn to the list at 
the bottom of the page. I was aware of the many folklorists besides the Lomaxes who were interested 
in prison music, as well as of the numerous songs with carceral themes that were printed and recorded 
in this period. Still, the fact that an employee of the Library of Congress was able to so readily put 
together a varied list of publications suggested to me that something was afoot. Although there was 
still a limited number of books on the topic, music from and about prisons was more than just a topic 
of interest for folklorists and musicians. It was in the process of becoming a definable and identifiable 
category. 
The letter was also striking as it was the only piece of communication between the Archive of 
American Folk Song and a carceral institution in which the possibility of sending recordings to a prison, 
 
2 John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax, American Ballads and Folk Songs (New York: Macmillan, 1934); Idem., Negro 
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De Sylva, Brown, and Henderson, 1933); Elliot Shapiro, 33 Prison and Mountain Songs (New York: Shapiro, 
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rather than receiving or collecting them from a prison was mentioned. As noted in the previous chapter, 
the Lomax archive is replete with letters to prison officials requesting that the two folklorists be 
allowed access to the people incarcerated in their institutions and, consequently, to the music they 
knew and sang. In contrast, the suggestion, in a document contemporaneous to these letters, that the 
transfer of materials and information could flow in the opposite direction and that a superintendent 
of a carceral institution might be interested in the recordings collected by the Lomaxes struck me as 
unique. My puzzlement was compounded by the fact that Wallkill was not an institution in which the 
Lomaxes ever made recordings. Further, it was quite unlike the harshly punitive segregated prisons 
the Lomaxes visited. Like many of the institutions discussed in the previous chapter, Wallkill was a 
prison that incarcerated mostly white men and it focused on rehabilitation and reform, rather than 
punishment. 
My search for further information about the situation surrounding it was largely unfruitful, 
however; I was unable to locate Palmer’s original request or any other documentation related to it. 
Spivacke’s letter valuably suggests the way a Library employee understood prison music in the 1930s 
and conveys information about the genre of prison music as communicated to the public. Yet this 
one-sided exchange hints at a particularly interesting case in which [this employee denied information 
about prisoners’ music to a member of the public who requested information. Thus, Spivacke’s letter 
offered a number of clear paths for me to follow while also pointing me to a few trails that were 
intriguing in their direction, despite being less straightforward. 
In this chapter, I follow these trails and use Spivacke’s letter as a lens through which to 
consider the ways in which the public encountered prison music during the first part of the twentieth 
century. The list of publications in Spivacke’s letter is a source through which to consider the narratives 
about music and incarceration that were available to audiences in this period. After examining a few 
publications of prison music from the 1920s, I examine each of the books on the list in turn. The 
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range of narratives about incarcerated people contained in these books shows that the 1930s were a 
pivotal moment for prison folklore, and for “prison music” in general. Particularly interesting are the 
ways in which these books configure the intersections between incarceration, race, and morality. As 
we will see, in this period prison songs were undergoing a repositioning of sorts. Songs about and by 
incarcerated people were becoming not only important objects to be conserved and analyzed, but also 
musical “pieces” that members of the middle class could sing in their homes. This process coincided 
with the wider contemporaneous reframing of American folk music and, particularly of Black secular 
folk music, for popular consumption, a story woven through this chapter which chronicles the ways 
in which the public’s understanding of the relationship among incarceration, music, and morality was 
slowly changing in the 1930s. Thus, the sources provided in Spivacke’s letter, considered alongside a 
few publications omitted from his list, provide crucial context for the role that the prison as an 
institution played and continues to play in encounters between music recorded behind bars and the 
public. 
As discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, both Black and white members of the 
intelligentsia expressed their own trepidations about secular Black music. White consumers, towards 
whom many of the books on Spivacke’s list were targeted, expressed trepidation at the idea of listening 
to and, in particular, singing music performed by members of the Black working class, laborers and 
prisoners included. The nature of this trepidation is suggested in a 1933 letter from the poet and folk 
song collector Carl Sandburg to John Lomax.3 Writing in advance of the publication of American Ballads 
and Folk Songs, Sandburg expressed hope for the success and far reach of the volume, but was 
concerned that this might not be the case since, as he put it “the intelligentsia of America just now 
 
3 Carl Sandburg to John A. Lomax, October 1933, John Avery Lomax Family Papers, 1842, 1853–1986, Dolph 
Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin, Box 3D582, Folder 2. 
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emphasize cerebration above singing because to sing one must be naïve and to be naïve is a sin. One 
patronizes the negro’s naïveté but one must beware of falling into any imitation of it.” 
Of course, Sandburg’s worries about the book’s success were ultimately proven to be 
misplaced. With the support of the New Deal initiatives discussed in the introduction to this 
dissertation, American Ballads and Folk Songs became just the first entry in the Lomaxes’ 
unprecedentedly successful collaborative venture in bringing the music of the U.S. working class—
Black prisoners included—into the homes and lives of the urban middle class through songbooks.4 
As Judith Tick has put it, this was a period during which “folk music was being ‘discovered’ by a 
middle-class urban public and coming into the consciousness of the country.”5 And, I would argue, 
folk music was not merely “coming into the consciousness” of this the middle-class public. It was 
reshaping it. No longer just a topic of scholarly, antiquarian study, folk song publications reached wide 
audiences. Knowing the breadth of folk music in the United States, having folk song collections in 
one’s library, and singing it at home were becoming important aspects of being a well-bred, educated 
middle-class subject. Since, in this period, Black secular songs, many of them coming from the 
repertoire of incarcerated people, were establishing themselves as a central part of the musical heritage 
of the United States, the interactions that audiences had with this repertoire became central to shaping 
the country’s middle-class consciousness and identity. 
In what follows, I detail the status of prison music—as well as the guises under which such 
music entered middle-class, largely white homes—in the 1920s and 1930s, just as the changes 
 
4 Even prior to the publication of American Ballads and Folk Songs the Lomaxes were already working on 
popularizing folk music to the general public, largely through the format of invited lectures, as well as through 
published articles in the scholarly and popular press, as was customary in the period. The songbooks (and, later, 
the recordings) they published, however, brought them into contact with a wider audience than ever and, as I 
argue in this chapter, reconfigured the relationship between this audience and the music the Lomaxes collected. 
5 Judith Tick, “Historical Introduction,” in Ruth Crawford Seeger, “The Music of American Folk Song” and Selected 
Other Writings on American Folk Music (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2001), xxiii. 
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described above were underway. Examining the publications in Spivacke’s letter to reveals the ways 
in which prison music was presented to the public. Although we cannot presume that a single 
document provides any sort of complete and definitive evidence of either Spivacke’s understanding 
of prison music, or that of the Library of Congress as an institutional body, the fact that a Library 
employee could readily provide a catalogue of such publications speaks to the prevalence and varied 
nature of carceral themes in music books during the 1930s. Further, Spivacke’s list shows the varied 
ways that these themes were framed for public consumption in that period. Before returning to the 
letter, however, I want to set the stage by considering a few books from the decade prior that contained 
prison songs, but were not included in Spivacke’s list. These earlier sources illuminate trends present 
in the books that Spivacke did list, so it is worth examining them first. 
Two Conceptions of Prison Music from the 1920s 
The examples not present from Spivacke’s list that I discuss are drawn from the work of two white 
song collectors, neither of whom was formally trained in the field of folklore.6 Nevertheless, each of 
them published books that would become strongly influential and frequently discussed among 
folklorists. Each collector addressed the presence of folk music in early twentieth-century U.S. prisons 
and jails but had differing aims and approaches to folklore and, particularly, to Black American folk 
songs. This resulted in sharp contrasts in the ways they interpreted prison music and presented it to 
their audiences. 
The first among these two collectors—Howard Washington Odum—is best known in folklore 
circles for a series of books of Black folk music, which he co-edited with his research assistant Guy 
Johnson in the 1920s. Two of these books were among the first well-known printed collections to 
 
6 Folklore was still an emerging field in the United States during this period. The National Folklore Society was 
founded in 1888, as was The Journal of Folklore, but many folk song collectors were either amateurs or came to 
folk song collecting through their interests and expertise in adjacent fields in the humanities and social sciences. 
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feature prison songs.7 The study of Black folklore, however, was not entirely new territory for Odum. 
His foundations in the field were laid a decade and a half earlier, when he wrote two doctoral 
dissertations: the first in psychology and the second in sociology.8 Many of the findings of these two 
dissertations were based on evidence drawn from Black folk music and, in both cases, prison songs 
played an important role in shaping Odum’s conclusions. Odum’s dissertations influenced the ways 
his later work with Johnson conceptualized and presented Black folklore in general and prison songs 
more specifically. On one hand Odum and Johnson’s songbooks were meant to attract a wider public 
than Odum’s more scientifically specialized work. Still, there was something of the spirit of Odum’s 
earlier studies that remained. The two books he published with Johnson aimed to provide a peek into 
Black culture to mostly white readers and, in some ways, to use it to support ideas already held among 
many of these readers about Black characteristics and stereotypes: criminality, immorality, and 
pathology included. 
By contrast, Carl Sandburg seems to have been largely uninterested in making statements 
about matters of crime, morality, and pathology through his folk song publications. In the mid-1920s 
Sandburg was best known for the success he had recently garnered by the first entry of his multi-
volume biography of Abraham Lincoln.9 During this period, however, Sandburg was becoming 
increasingly dedicated to the idea of popularizing to a general audience what he understood to be the 
incredibly varied and rich musical heritage of the United States. In 1927, he published the folk song 
 
7 Howard W. Odum and Guy B. Johnson, The Negro and His Songs: A Study of Typical Negro Songs in the South 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1925); Idem., Negro Workaday Songs (Chapel Hill: The 
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through African American Folk Studies (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2003). 
9 Filene, Romancing the Folk, 39; Carl Sandburg, Abraham Lincoln: The Prairie Years (New York: Blue Ribbon 
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collection The American Songbag, a volume perhaps best described in the introduction, in which 
Sandburg calls it “a ragbag of strips, stripes, and streaks of color from nearly all ends of the earth” 
and, later on, quotes the even more apt characterization of an unnamed early reviewer: “a big bandana 
bundle of bully ballads for big boys and their best girls.”10 The book’s section on “Prison and Jail 
Songs” reflects this eclectic ethos. It features mountain songs, union songs, and popular sentimental 
songs, and the short descriptions Sandburg gives as lead-ins to these entries continually emphasize 
that these songs were sung among a variety of singers: Black and white, incarcerated and free, poor 
and rich.11 The framing text Sandburg provides in the introduction and the song descriptions scattered 
throughout makes it clear that he wanted his audience to join in and become part of this already rich 
variety of singers. In contrast to collectors like Odum and Johnson who mostly published text-only 
version of songs, The American Songbag includes tunes and, in many cases, full piano-vocal arrangements 
by composers including Ruth Crawford in one of her earliest ventures in the field of folklore.12 As he 
explains in the introduction, Sandburg meant for this to be “a book of singable songs,” a book that “is 
for the library, but…belongs in the music corner of the library, or on the piano, or on the back porch, 
or at the summer cottage, or at the camp, or wherever people sing songs and want new songs to 
sing.”13 Thus, along with the many other types of music in American Songbag, Sandburg positioned the 
prison songs he chose to print not as evidence for a distanced exploration of cultural “others,” but as 
part of a shared national heritage with which consumers of his book could actively engage. 
 
10 Sandburg, The American Songbag, vii, viii. 
11 Sandburg, The American Songbag, 213–222. 
12 In this case, again, Sandburg’s approach is eclectic: Some songs include a full piano accompaniment, while 
the rest are simply printed as tunes. The arrangers for the volume were Edward Collins, Ruth Crawford, Charles 
Farwell Edson, Arthur Farwell, Hazel Felman, Harry M. Gilbert, Lillian Goodman, Henry Joslyn, R. Emmet 
Kennedy, Marion Lychenheim, Elizabeth Carpenter Marshall, Mollie Nemkovsky, Thorvald Otterström, Henry 
Francis Parks, Leo Sowerby, and Alfred George Wathall. 
13 Sandburg, The American Songbag, vii-viii. 
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These short descriptions already suggest some of the contrasts between Odum and Sandburg 
as figures in early twentieth-century folklore: One was a trained social scientist, while the other was a 
poet. One aimed to teach white readers about a tradition foreign and fascinating to them, while the 
other presented folklore as a heritage that could be shared and enjoyed by all. While Odum and 
Sandburg were, to a certain degree, both engaged in the project of presenting and popularizing Black 
folk music to mostly white audiences, their approaches to gathering and preserving this music were 
very different: from their collection practices, to the material they chose to publish, and, finally, to the 
ways in which they framed this material for their audiences. This, in turn, influenced the role that 
prison music played in their publications. 
While the second of the two books Odum published with Johnson— the 1926 volume Negro 
Workaday Songs—did feature songs collected in 1924 and 1925 from laborers who came to work 
around the University of North Carolina campus at Chapel Hill, much of the material for the first of 
their books, The Negro and His Songs (1925), came directly from the fieldwork Odum did in Mississippi 
and Georgia for his doctoral degrees.14 The publications, on which Odum and Johnson collaborated, 
significantly revise and repackage Odum’s earlier work. Still, the fact that the two of them made 
recourse to this earlier material, gathered as data for sociological and psychological studies, in many 
ways caused them to reiterate and reify some of Odum’s earlier understandings of Black folk songs in 
general and of prison music specifically. Let us therefore first examine the intersections of crime, 
incarceration, and music in Odum’s early work. 
 
14 Odum and Johnson, The Negro and His Songs, vi. Odum offers the following description of the material used 
in the book: “The songs in this volume were collected in Northern Mississippi, counties of Pontotoc and 
Lafayette, and in Northern Georgia, counties of Newton and Rockdale. A few other songs and fragments, 
chiefly from North Carolina and Tennessee, have been used here and there for comparative purposes.” 
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Odum’s psychology dissertation, completed in 1909 at Clark University under the supervision 
of G. Stanley Hall, sought to understand and uncover “the inner consciousness of a race.”15 Odum 
was influenced by Wilhelm Wundt’s concept of Volkerpsychologie (folk psychology, or psychology of 
the folk) and, in the introduction to his dissertation, he therefore argued that, “as a part of folk-lore, 
[song] represents less of the traditional and more of the spontaneous.” 16 That is, he conceived of 
folklore as data that could give researchers clues not only about ideas consciously passed down from 
generation to generation, but of something deeper that was imbedded into the unconscious of a whole 
race.17 Because of this, Odum asserted that, through folk song studies like his there “may come an 
increased knowledge of all that is nearest and truest to the phyletic as well as the genetic concept of a 
people, and that with this knowledge may come effective efforts toward race adjustment and new aids 
in the solution of race problems.”18 In 1910, Odum extended this approach to another domain of 
inquiry when he completed his doctorate in sociology at Columbia University, again with a focus on 
Black folk songs.19 In both of Odum’s dissertations, music with prison themes served an important 
purpose to the arguments he made about what he described as the need for “efforts towards race 
adjustment” and the roads to the “solution of race problems.” 
For a social scientist to frame his research interests as rooted in a desire to solve “race 
problems” was neither unique nor new during this period. Odum was referring to what was, at the 
 
15 Howard W. Odum, “Negro Folk Song and Character” (PhD diss., Clark University, 1909).  
16 Odum, “Religious Folk Songs,” 1. For more on Odum’s scholarly influences see Scott L. Matthews, Capturing 
the South: Imagining America’s Most Documented Region (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2018), 
18–67. 
17 Odum, “Religious Folk Songs,” 1.  
18 Odum, “Religious Folk Songs,” 2. 
19 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits of the Negro: Research into the Conditions of the Negro Race 
in Southern Towns,” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 1910), later published as Social and Mental Traits of the 
Negro: Research into the Conditions of the Negro Race in Southern Towns (New York: AMS Press, 1968). 
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time, more frequently referred to in scholarly discourse as “the Negro problem.” As Khalil Gibran 
Muhammad has detailed in his 2010 book The Condemnation of Blackness, social scientists, particularly in 
the South, had addressed this “problem” by entering into discussions on “the enduring statistical 
discourse of black dysfunctionality” since the Reconstruction period and, at the turn of the twentieth 
century, conversations on the matter were reaching a national scale.20 The “problem” was addressed 
by scholars of all races and was frequently presented as one that could be examined (and solved) 
through purportedly objective studies in social science like Odum’s. However, as Muhammad points 
out, the field of inquiry was often biased by the fact that white scholars tended to approach their work 
through the lens of white superiority and to use their conclusions to excuse racial injustice and racist 
violence. As Muhammad puts it, “nearly every manner of anti-black terror, oppression, and 
exploitation, from lynching to convict leasing to political disenfranchisement, brought forth new 
intellectual efforts of racial justification.”21 
Simplified understandings of racial difference and their weaponization for the purposes of 
white supremacy did come under critique during the period, particularly in the work of Black scholars, 
many of whom conceived of their work in the field of race science in a different manner from their 
white colleagues. On one hand, statements by Black authors on the topic by no means presented a 
monolithic opinion. Proponents of the ideology of cultural uplift like Booker T. Washington focused 
their efforts on speaking directly to members of the Black community on what they, as individuals, 
could do to improve their own social, political, and economic conditions.22 Others, like W. E. B. Du 
 
20 Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness: Race, Crime, and the Making of Modern Urban America 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 7. 
21 Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness, 30. 
22 Booker T. Washington, My Larger Education: Being Chapters from My Experience (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, Page & Company, 1911), 119. 
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Bois, approached the issue through multiple lenses throughout their career. While on some occasions 
Du Bois also wrote about strategies of racial uplift, he frequently criticized the approaches white 
authors on this subject took. For instance, in an 1898 article titled “The Study of the Negro Problems,” 
he argued that, while the U.S. did have a “race problem” in need of solving, the locus of this problem 
was not where white scholars placed it. He warned against the dangers of focusing on a single problem, 
borne out of Black difference, rather than on what he understood as “a plexus of social problems, 
some new, some old, some simple, some complex,” which affected Black Americans, rather than being 
caused by them.23 In this work, and on many occasions throughout his career, Du Bois argued, as 
philosopher Lewis R. Gordon has more recently put it, for a shift in inquiry “from problematic people 
to people’s problems.”24 Five years later, in The Souls of Black Folk he would return to this question, 
meditating at length on the issue of “being a problem” in a society pervaded by white supremacy and 
would go on to change the terms of the debate on social “problems” through one of his best-known 
and most oft-quoted statements: that “the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the 
color-line.”25 
Odum’s two dissertations largely fit into the type of research critiqued by Du Bois.26 Whether 
he approached matters from a psychological or from a sociological point of view, Odum often 
attributed the conditions of racial inequality in the U.S. South not to structural issues of racism, but 
 
23 W. E. B. Du Bois “The Study of the Negro Problems,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science 11, no.1 (January 1898): 1–23.  
24 Lewis Gordon, “Du Bois's Humanistic Philosophy of Human Sciences,” Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 568 (March 2000): 270. 
25 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A. C. McClurg and Company, 1903), 56. 
26 Du Bois reviewed the published version of Odum’s sociology dissertation. See Du Bois, “Study of the Race 
Problem: Review of Social and Mental Traits of the Negro,” September 19, 1910. W. E. B. Du Bois Papers (MS 
312). Special Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries. This review is discussed 
in Scott L. Matthews, Capturing the South, 38–40. 
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rather to what he construed as Black inferiority.27 Even if he did occasionally concede that white 
people might have a role to play in amending the “race problems” of his day, he usually did so from 
the point of view of white superiority and argued not for the eradication of white supremacy, but 
rather for white paternalism.28 Likewise, although he acknowledged the fact that Black cultural leaders 
often spoke out against crime as a problem to be solved, he was quick to amend that qualification by 
explaining that that they were “not proclaiming it universally and with sufficient zeal.”29 Although 
Odum was hardly alone among white scholars in construing racial inequality in such a way, what set 
him apart was the manner in which he used Black American folk music in his work. And because 
central among the “race problems” he discussed was the way that he, as a white scholar, perceived 
Black criminality, it is unsurprising that crime and punishment play an important role in his work. 
While, unlike some later researchers, Odum did not collect music in prisons, his early publications use 
songs about jails, prisons, and crime for two ends: as evidence of Black immorality and as the cause 
of Black immorality. 
Odum’s psychology dissertation survives as two published articles: the first on religious folk 
songs in the American Journal of Religious Psychology and Education and the second on secular songs in the 
Journal of American Folklore.30 In the first of these articles, the psychological framing of the dissertation 
 
27 Matthews, Capturing the South, 22. Matthews argues that, while “Odum believed that empirical studies, by 
professional social scientists, would lay bare the reality of the South’s racial problems and inspire reform,” his 
early works “resembled briefs for managed and enlightened, rather than violent and demagogic, white 
supremacy, as well as the necessity of Jim Crow laws.” 
28 To that effect, in his sociology dissertation, he quoted the words of the former governor of Georgia William 
Jonathan Northen, who argued for that whites were “the superior race, superior in intelligence, in wealth and 
authority, in shaping of governmental control and in a longer and older civilization” and thus, they had the 
responsibility “to protect the rights of the weaker race.” Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 178. 
29 Odum, “Social and Mental Traits, 179. 
30 The dissertation was published as a series of articles: “Religious Folk-Songs of the Southern Negroes.” 
American Journal of Religious Psychology and Education 3 (July 1909): 265– 365 and “Folk-Song and Folk-Poetry as 
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is still present. Meanwhile, the second article—which treats, among other types of songs, ones about 
crime, punishment, and incarceration—omits much of the psychological vocabulary of the original by 
virtue of being revised for an audience of folklorists.31 Nevertheless, throughout this revised text 
Odum still frequently uses folk songs to make statements about Black psychology and to support 
claims of Black inferiority and white supremacy.  
On a number of occasions, he draws conclusions about Black criminality based on the texts 
of songs about jails, prison, and crime. In a section about a variant of the song “Joe Turner,” Odum 
reports that, in the Black community, “the man who has been to the chain gang or prison is looked 
upon with some sort of admiration at the same time that he is feared.”32 Later, he opines on what he 
describes as “the criminal nature” of the broadly construed “Black man,” writing that “just as the 
knife, razor, and ‘special’ [revolver] are common companions…so his songs boast of crimes which he 
thinks of and sometimes commits.”33 In another section, Odum considers the presence of humor in 
songs that describe wrongdoings and comes to the conclusion that this suggests that prison is not seen 
as a sufficient deterrent to crime. Once again speaking about a broadly construed Black man, Odum 
 
Found in the Secular Songs of the Southern Negroes,” Journal of American Folklore 24.93 (July–September 1911): 
255– 94, and 24.94 (October–December 1911): 351– 96. 
31 As Odum puts it, publishing in a folklore journal meant that he had to modify the work and omit much of 
the “vocabulary and discussion of the mental imagery, style and habits” used in the original. See Odum, “Folk-
Song and Folk-Poetry,” 255–256. 
32 Odum’s interpretation of the song is somewhat puzzling, because the text of “Joe Turner” tells the tale of a 
white man who would gather Black prisoners and bring them to work on farms whose owners engaged in 
convict leasing. There are indeed variants of the song by Big Bill Broonzy, as well as ones recorded by Harry 
Oster that cast Joe Turner as a Black man who helped members of his community out in times of drought and 
famine. These variants, however, do not have a relationship to incarceration. See Big Bill Broonzy, “Joe Turner 
No. 2,” His Story: Big Bill Broonzy Interviewed by Studs Terkel (Folkways 3586, 1957). In the liner notes for a rerelease 
of this recording Jeff Place and Anthony Seeger write that “the Turner that Broonzy tells of is a mysterious, 
almost mythic person who visited the slave and, later, the farm workers, while they were out working, leaving 
food and necessities during times of crisis, hence a guardian angel.” See Big Bill Broonzy: Trouble in Mind 
(Smithsonian Folkways Recordings SFW40131, 2000). 
33 Odum, “Folk-Song and Folk-Poetry,” 360. 
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writes: “What does it matter to him if he has been in serious trouble? Is not the jail about as good as 
home, the chain gang as good as his every-day life? He will get enough to eat and a place to sleep.”34  
Even this revised version of Odum’s dissertation offers three ways in which he linked Black 
folk songs and what he understood to be a criminal and pathological psychology. He presents the 
prevalence of songs that express praise for fictionalized “bad men” as evidence of admiration of real-
life criminals. He suggests that songs about crime and punishment reflect criminal thoughts, and 
sometimes, criminal actions.35 Finally, he theorizes that the outwardly humorous outlook towards 
crime in some folk songs implies that Black people are unconcerned about punishment and even, 
possibly, comfortable in prisons. As we will see, these troubling links would receive less and less 
emphasis in Odum’s published work as time went on, but would also continue to shape his approach 
to Black folklore throughout his career. 
Odum’s sociology dissertation, unlike his prior work in psychology, was not singularly based 
around folk music but present broad conclusions about Black life based on song texts and musical 
practices. And because, like many other contemporaneous works on “race problems,” much of the 
study is focused around perceived issues of vice, crime, and pathology, Odum again draws 
relationships between music and incarceration that would influence his later, better-known 
publications with Johnson. In a chapter titled “The Home Life, Diseases, and Morals” Odum 
 
34 Odum, “Folk-Song and Folk-Poetry,” 360. Odum’s language about Black people enjoying, or, at least, not 
being bothered by forced bondage is strongly evocative of the anti-Black trope of the “happy slave” in blackface 
minstrelsy. See Robert C. Toll, Blacking Up: The Minstrel Show in Nineteenth Century America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1974), 65–97. 
35 The idea that songs that speak about crime, particularly Black-authored ones, are evidence of real crime has 
persisted to the present when rap lyrics are frequently used to convict defendants in court cases. See Erik 
Nielson and Andrea L. Dennis, Rap on Trial: Race, Lyrics and Guilt in America (New York: The New Press, 2019). 
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attributes what he terms “disorder, confusion, and lack of home training” as producing “immorality 
and crime, on the one hand, and disease on the other.” 36 
As both evidence for what he describes as “disorder [and] confusion” and as cause for the 
resultant “immorality and crime,” Odum points to the secular songs of Black Americans. After 
explaining to his readers that they may not be familiar with such songs, as many of them were too 
vulgar to be published, he claims that there “is no better and more accurate story of the immoral and 
unmoral life” of Black Americans than them.37 Here Odum extends some of the conclusions of his 
earlier psychological work. To him, these songs served both as evidence of a tendency towards the 
immoral (“with the life of immorality comes its expression in story and song”) and cause for 
immorality themselves (“the words of the song are visualized into the deed and incorporated into the 
imagination”).38 Meanwhile, the chapter on what Odum termed “The Negro Offender,” focuses on 
Black criminality, punishment, and incarceration, again using music as evidence on a number of 
occasions. In this section Odum does acknowledge that most offenses with which Black people were 
charged in his data set (drawn from crime statistics in Columbus, Georgia) were minor ones. He stops 
short, however, of attributing what he describes as an “unfavorable record” with regard to crime to 
white supremacy or to the Black Code laws, which punished Black people for a range of behaviors 
that were legal for whites.39 In fact, he claims the opposite, writing that “offences which would be 
considered criminal if committed by the whites are excused entirely” when it comes to Black people.40  
 
36 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 165–166. 
37 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 169. 
38 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 166. 
39 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 195. 
40 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 208. 
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In this section, Odum again uses song content to explain the source of Black crime by 
referencing a topic central to his psychology dissertation: the “hero-worship of the ‘bad-man’” in Black 
folklore.41 In addition, he uses music as evidence not only for what he understands as the prevalence 
of Black criminality but for Black incorrigibility, writing that “punishment...seems to be no adequate 
restraint” to Black crime.42 To support this point, Odum describes two anecdotes in which music and 
crime were combined in, what seemed to him, to be inappropriate and disturbing ways. The first 
anecdote concerns a man who had attacked (and possibly killed) another with an iron bar and 
“laughed, joked and sang,” despite knowing he had committed a crime. 43 The second of his examples 
involved a man sentenced to death for an unspecified reason who played the guitar and sang “while a 
jail comrade was being executed just a few yards away.”44 In both cases, Odum suggests that the 
musical acts in which these men engaged showed evidence of a lack of understanding of both the 
severity of crime and the consequences of punishment. In essence, he uses music to argue for the 
existence of severe barriers to Black rehabilitation and reform.  
By suggesting that, in these cases, singing was an expression of joy incommensurate with the 
situations in which two men found themselves, Odum enters into a long lineage of white listeners 
who misinterpreted the act of Black singing as direct evidence of joy and pleasure. Frederick Douglass, 
who was bewildered at the manner in which unenslaved people found “the singing, among slaves, as 
evidence of their contentment and happiness” rather than pain and sorrow and Saidiya Hartman, who 
has more recently asserted that for white observers “songs, jokes, and dance transform wretched 
conditions into a conspicuous, and apparently convincing, display of contentment,” both attest to the 
 
41 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 210. 
42 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 195. 
43 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 195. 
44 Howard W. Odum, “Social and Mental Traits,” 195. 
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prevalence and perniciousness of such misinterpretations of Black music.45 In his two anecdotes about 
music, crime, and punishment, Odum neglects the possibility that these two men’s musical acts might 
have been expressions of terror, confusion, or perhaps ways of coping with unimaginable situations 
and (in the second anecdote) expressing support for others in facing the same situation. More than 
that, he appears to have been unwilling and unable to transcend the information readily available and 
legible to him as a white listener and to consider what Hartman has described as Black music’s 
“opacity…wrought by toil, terror, and sorrow, and composed under the whip and in fleeting moments 
of reprieve.” 46  
This opacity and, in particular Odum’s inability to acknowledge it, undermine the social-
scientific conclusions about Black life he made in his dissertations. Some of the most troublingly racist 
and unjustified among these conclusions were omitted from the folk song collections he published 
with Johnson in the mid-1920s. For instance, in 1924 volume The Negro and His Songs, Odum and 
Johnson acknowledge the limitations of their study by gesturing to what they call “the dual personality 
of the American Negro—one personality for himself and his race and one for the white folk with 
whom he comes in contact.”47 Further, in their overall framing, the book shies away from making 
overt conclusions. In the introduction, Odum emphasizes its purpose as a folk collection, rather than 
a scientific study, writing that “the material will be presented simply for what it is and not for cosmic 
generalizations or ethnic interpretation.”48 Still, the accompanying descriptions offered to readers 
throughout the book reflect some of the same arguments as in Odum’s dissertations. The opacity of 
 
45 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (Boston: Anti-Slavery Office, 
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46 Hartman, Scenes of Subjection, 35-36. 
47 Odum and Johnson, The Negro and His Songs, 6. 
48 Odum and Johnson, The Negro and His Songs, 6., v. 
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Black life to the two white scholars, although acknowledged in the text, is still palpable when they 
express puzzlement at the fact that, despite being removed from the antebellum days by nearly sixty 
years, Black Americans still sing songs that express sorrow and pathos.49 As Odum and Johnson put 
it:  
In relation to his own life experiences, the pathos expressed in the Negro’s songs is sincere 
and genuine. The reasons for this sadness, however, are not apparent. Do the effects of slavery 
still linger in the songs of today? Is it that the Negro feels himself oppressed and downtrodden 
by the whites? Or does the sadness in his songs arise naturally, apart from racial considerations, 
from the life he lives? Perhaps none of these factors offers an adequate explanation. But, 
bound down as he is by the eternal force of circumstances, condemned to live a life which is 
destined to bring him a very small share of the enjoyments and decencies that characterize the 
civilization of which he has become a part, it is no wonder that he either forgets himself in 
gayety or purges his feelings with his sad and plaintive outbursts.50  
All while acknowledging the possibility that Black people were “oppressed and downtrodden by the 
whites” and were offered “a very small share of the enjoyments and decencies” afforded to white 
people, the passage stops short of acknowledging segregation and white supremacy as the real sources 
of pathos in Black folk songs in the 1920s. The quote also suggests the status of the book as an attempt 
to present a picture of Black life to mostly white audiences. Later on, Odum and Johnson even gesture 
to the necessity of social-scientific studies of Black music of the same type as Odum’s early work, 
writing that that “recklessness and braggadocio characterize the songs of the Negro bad man, and 
their careful study would doubtless throw light upon a factor which is of no little importance in the 
causation of Negro criminality.”51  
Although their subsequent book, Negro Workaday Songs, moved away from the material 
collected by Odum in his dissertation work, Odum and Johnson still occasionally gesture towards the 
 
49 Odum and Johnson, The Negro and His Songs, 165. 
50 Odum and Johnson, The Negro and His Songs, 165. 
51 Odum and Johnson, The Negro and His Songs, 165. 
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perceived links between pathology, crime, and Black folk songs. Again, suggesting to their readers the 
intersections between the music in their book and social-scientific work on criminality, they write: 
Of the statistical and environmental aspects of the Negro criminal much will be reported in 
another study. In this chapter we are concerned with the portrait of a type, perhaps inexorably 
drawn into the maelstrom of his day and turned into an inevitable product. He is no less an 
artist than the wanderer, the ‘travelin’ man,’ or Left Wing Gordon. He is the personification 
of badness mixed with humor, of the bad man and the champion of exploits.”52 
And although, later on, they acknowledge that “not all Negroes in jail or chain gang are ‘bad men’—
not by long odds,” they claim that “if one wishes to obtain anything like an adequate or accurate 
picture of the workaday Negro he will surely find much of his best setting in the chain gang, prison, 
or in the situations of the ever-fleeing fugitive from ‘chain-gang houn’,’ high sheriff or policeman.” 
While the passage does not reflect an outlook towards Black criminality as negative as the one present 
Odum’s early work, it still serves to naturalize the idea of the Black men in prison. Further, while 
Odum and Johnson’s later, better-known publications do move away from the more overtly racist 
conclusions of Odum’s dissertations, the language used in passages like these still serves as evidence 
of the books’ purpose as a presentation of Black life to white audiences. This is additionally 
emphasized by the fact that Odum and Johnson’s books were—with the exception of a short section 
at the end of Negro Workaday Songs—printed collections of folk song texts.53 Although this does not 
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set apart Odum and Johnson from their contemporaries, their work still framed Black music as a 
music of an “other” people, removed from the reality in which their white audiences lived. Thus, while 
their books brought Black folk songs about to their mostly white consumers, they did so in a detached, 
scholarly manner, as objects of fascination and study, rather than as songs to be sung in their homes 
and music rooms. 
With this in mind, let us turn to Sandburg and to the contrasting ways in which he conceived 
of prison music. Sandburg, like Odum, did not visit prisons to collect songs for American Songbag. His 
method of acquiring music, like almost all aspects of his book, was eclectic and, in many ways, 
haphazard. The following description from Penelope Niven, Sandburg’s biographer, gives an idea of 
Sandburg’s collecting work, as well as of his romanticized, poetic approach to folklore: 
He had collected songs since his hobo days, filling his pocket notebooks with lyrics and 
devising his own simple notation system to jot down melodies. He hunted for nineteenth-
century songbooks such as ‘the famous oblong songbook of the pioneer days in the middle 
west’ which Abraham Lincoln and Ann Rutledge sang from in the Turledge tavern in New 
Salem, Kentucky. He gathered spirituals from Isadora Bennett Reed, DuBose Heyward, Julia 
Peterkin and other Southern friends. IWW leaders and labor organizers fed him prison and 
jail songs and labor anthems. He collected songs from five different wars, as well as the 
exuberant nonsense of what he called ‘Picnic and Hayrack Follies’ and ‘Darn Fool Ditties.’54 
Just like Odum, Sandburg was a white folk song collector who had his own interpretations and aims 
when it came to the study of Black folklore. Still, he did not collect music in order to make or present 
conclusions about Black life. Rather than painting for his readers a musical picture of a life apart from 
theirs, Sandburg sought to present the songs he published as part of their own cultural heritage. 
What permeates American Songbag more than anything, however, are the romanticized and 
haphazard methods of collection described in the extract from Niven’s work. For instance, Sandburg’s 
section on prison songs features a panoply of contributors: Charles Hoening (“of the University of 
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Rochester faculty”), Gilbert R. Combs (“minister of the First Methodist Episcopal Church of 
Lexington”), Mary Leaphart (a Kentucky-born woman, “whose husband is the head of the department 
of law at the University of Montana”), Albert Richard Wetjen (“of Salem, Oregon, able seaman and 
story teller”), and Private Campbell (“a high private in the rear ranks of the Spanish-American War”).55 
Sandburg also credits a few contributors, whom he does not identify, including “a Chicago 
newspaperman,” “philosophers at the extreme left in the labor movement and in modernist art in 
Chicago,” “three musketeers, regular army men,” and an unnamed source at Denison College, Ohio. 
And, although none of the songs in the prison section are credited to him, in his introduction, 
Sandburg discusses at length the work of a folklorist who had a deep familiarity with prison music and 
to whom he was profoundly indebted: Robert Winslow Gordon, the founding head of the Archive of 
American Folk Song and John Lomax’s predecessor in this role. Gordon was, like Sandburg, one of 
the earliest popularizers of folk song to mass audiences in the United States, largely through his 
columns “Old Songs that Men Have Sung” in Adventure Magazine, and a series titled “Folksongs of 
America,” which he published in The New York Times. In 1927, as part of his series in the Times, Gordon 
published an article on “jail ballads,” which opens with a question: “What kind of song do prisoners 
sing? Is there any distinct type of American folksong that may legitimately be classed as ‘prison’ or 
‘jailhouse’?”56 After providing examples of a variety of songs that he had collected in prisons—”I 
thought I Heard that Jailer Call my Name” and “Ninety-Nine Years in the Jefferson Pen,” among 
others, Gordon concludes that “nearly every type of song is to be found in our prisons and 
penitentiaries.” He emphasizes that prisons are a shared space that, like any other, features a diverse 
array of people and communities. Thus, while none of the songs from Gordon’s publication appear 
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in The American’s Songbag, the ethos of variety when it came to prison music was similar to Gordon’s. 
This variety influenced the songs he published and the ways in which he framed them. 
Like the rest of the sections in American Songbag, the chapter on “Prison and Jail Songs” is 
brief57 and contains only nine entries: “Bird in a Cage,” “Yonder Comes the High Sheriff,” “Portland 
County Jail,” “Moonlight,” “Midnight Special,” “Seven Long Years in State Prison,” “When I Was 
Young and Foolish,” “Been in the Pen so Long,” and “The Preacher and the Slave.” Aside from 
“Midnight Special,” whose text appears in a different variant in another section of the book, all these 
songs are notated and four of them are arranged for voice and piano.58 Through this, unlike Odum 
and Johnson, Sandburg invites his readers to actually sing songs that were heard in prisons, thus 
bringing a space that was foreign and unknown to many readers into their homes and music rooms. 
All while bringing the prison into his audience’s homes, however, Sandburg continually emphasizes 
the many non-carceral spaces through which such songs had circulated, as well as the many types of 
people who had sung them in the past. The description of the first entry in this section, “Bird in a 
Cage,” attests to the multiracial, multicultural, and multilocational conception of prison music in the 
volume. Sandburg describes the song as “an old lyric of English origin,” but points up that it was 
subsequently taken up by “jail-birds in Lexington, Kentucky, who built and wove from this older song 
with lines telling their sweethearts where to send letters,” before concluding it was also heard in 
performance by Black harvest hands who “sang that song over and over and they knew how to sing 
 
57 Sandburg, The American Songbag, 211–223 
58 “Portland County Jail” is featured in a piano vocal arrangement by Leo Sowerby. Alfred Wathall arranged 
three other songs for this section: “Seven Long Years in State Prison,” “When I was Young and Foolish,” and 
“Been in the Pen So Long.” 
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it.”59 The description of “Been in the Pen So Long” suggests the song had similarly diverse origins. 
As Sandburg puts it: 
Three musketeers, regular army men en route to a fort in Texas, learned this in jail in 
Oklahoma. They ‘blued’ it in unison, with harmonies, with a chromatic harmonica. They made 
a Santa Fe smoking car melodious…A white man’s rearrangement of a negro wail such as one 
recorded in a publication of the Texas Folk Lore Society.”60 
About the song “Moonlight,” Sandburg tells his readers that it originated in England as “Meet me by 
Moonlight.”61 It then traveled through Tennessee and Kentucky where “the mountain people made 
adaptations till they had changed it into their own song and something else again.” Finally, Sandburg 
reports that the song reached a wide audience when it came to be performed by “desperate opera 
stars,” a likely reference, due to textual similarities between this song and “The Prisoner’s Song,” 
which, in 1924, garnered success for its singer Vernon Dalhart after his numerous failed attempts at 
an operatic career in the years before. A few pages later, in Sandburg’s description of “Seven Long 
Years in State Prison” we are told that he heard this song from a Private he met while fighting 
alongside him in the Spanish Civil war, while the other half he acquired later on, at Denison College, 
Ohio.62 Again and again throughout this section, Sandburg draws attention to the many people who 
sang these songs and the many spaces beyond the prison in which they circulated. 
Both the presence of non-incarcerated contributors and Sandburg’s continued emphasis on 
the wide circulation of this music in non-carceral spaces, to a degree grows out of his collection 
methods: he had access neither to incarcerated singers, nor in many cases, to rural folk, either Black 
 
59 Sandburg, The American Songbag, 213. 
60 Sandburg, The American Songbag, 220. 
61 Sandburg, The American Songbag, 216. The English song Sandburg references in the description is J. A. Wade’s 
“Meet me by Moonlight,” (London: H. White and Son, 1830). It bears many textual similarities to “Moonlight,” 
as it appears in The American Songbag, but few musical ones. 
62 Sandburg, The American Songbag, 218. 
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or white. In addition, these songs did circulate widely and were known by a variety of singers. At the 
same time, a piece of correspondence from Sandburg to John Lomax—which was encountered briefly 
in the introduction—does suggest that there may have been more at play here.63 The letter, which 
Sandburg sent in October 1933, in advance of the publication of the Lomaxes’ American Ballads and 
Folk Songs, shows that he had little care for the emphasis, in middle-class, “polite” society on what he 
called “cerebration” at the expense of singing. As he put it, for such audiences, “to sing one must be 
naïve and to be naïve is a sin,” as “singing is not the sign of thinking.” Further, they were afraid that, 
through singing, they would “fall into [an] imitation” of what they understood to be Black naïveté. As 
Andrew Peart has suggested in his analysis of this letter, Sandburg understood the act of falling into 
“naïveté́” as a positive one. It was, in Peart’s words “a mode of presentation and performance that 
enabled the practiced singer to inhabit the subject position or “role” prescribed by a particular song.”64 
At the same time, however, letter suggests that Sandburg understood authors of folk song 
publications to encounter a challenge from an audience that subscribed to this mode of thinking. That 
is, they had to convince this audience that singing music is not a dangerous and uncouth act of non-
thinking. Further, Sandburg believed this audience’s objection to singing to be rooted both in a general 
fear of “sin,” and in a specifically racist worry about “falling into” what were conceived of as Black 
modes of thinking and acting. As such, he also understood that authors of folk song publications had 
a special challenge if they wanted to publish both Black folk songs and songs from singers of any race 
who lived on the so-called “margins of society,” prisoners included. Thus, if American Songbag was to 
be a “singing book,” and if it were to cover songs that originated in the repertoire of people from all 
classes of society, it meant that a large part of Sandburg’s audience, many of whom were middle-class 
 
63 Sandburg to John A. Lomax, October 1933. 
64 This letter has also been discussed in Andrew Peart, “‘The Abstract Pathos of Song’: Carl Sandburg, John 
Lomax, and the Modernist Revival of Folksong,” New Literary History 46.4 (Autumn 2015): 691-714.  
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and white, would have to be convinced into singing such music. The frequent mentions of the 
“respectable” members of society who contributed prison songs to Sandburg—ministers, military 
servicemen, and professors—as well as the continued emphasis on the non-carceral spaces in which 
these songs were sung, might therefore be part of Sandburg’s attempts to present his audience with a 
wide range of folk song material and ask them to sing it in their homes, all while comfortably easing 
them into this act by providing them with piano arrangements, giving them references to contributors 
who were not so much unlike them and spaces in which these songs were sung that were not as unlike 
their homes as the prison was.  
Thus, through the publications by Sandburg and Odum and Johnson discussed over the 
preceding pages, prison songs, some of them originally performed by Black singers, entered the homes 
of middle-class, largely white audiences in the 1920s. The modes through which these songs were 
presented to audiences, in some ways anticipated and in others differed from the modes of 
presentation adopted by the Lomaxes in the 1930s. While authors like Odum and Johnson published 
songs that were similar to the ones collected by the Lomaxes, they did not invite their audiences to 
sing these songs and instead presented them as curious objects to be analyzed and studied if one 
wanted to get a glimpse into Black culture. Meanwhile, although collections like Sandburg’s invited 
audiences to sing prison songs in their homes, they couched these songs in a comfortable way by 
pointing to the ways in which they had already circulated through white, “respectable” society, as well 
as through a variety of non-carceral spaces. While in the 1930s some of the trends exemplified by 
Sandburg, Odum, and Johnson were still current, the ways in which audiences were presented with 
prison music began to shift. 
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Spivacke’s List, Part 1: Sentimental Prison Songs in Popular Collections 
With this, let us return to Spivacke’s letter to Palmer, which opened the chapter. In light of the range 
of prison music present in books from the 1920s described in the previous section, it is unsurprising 
that despite Spivacke’s list contains volumes with varied contents. Out of the books on the list, the 
most ill-fitting substitutes for the Lomaxes’ recordings are the final two entries: 33 Prison and Mountain 
Songs and the Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer Song Folio No.1.65 Both are slim volumes of songs for 
piano and voice, with chord notation provided.66 And, unlike the rest of the volumes Spivacke 
suggested to Palmer, they are not compendia of folk music. Each book does contain a few songs that 
frequently appeared in contemporaneous folk collections—”Red River Valley,” “She’ll Be Comin’ 
Round the Mountain,” and “A Home on the Range,” among them—but the bulk of the material 
featured is by popular songwriters.67 All the while, the covers, titles, and contents of both 33 Prison and 
Mountain Songs and the Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer Song Folio evoke a folk-like aesthetic, suggesting 
an attempt on behalf of their publishers to capitalize on the trend for folkloric authenticity that had 
pervaded popular music since the establishment of “race” and “old-time” divisions at many record 
labels in the 1920s.68 The subtitle of 33 Prison and Mountain Songs, “containing old favorites that will 
 
65 Although the use of “No. 1” at the end of the title of Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer Song Folio implies that 
this may have been the first part in a series, to my knowledge, there are no further entries. 
66 33 Prison and Mountain Songs: For Home Folks (New York: Shapiro, Bernstein & Co, 1932) and Hill-Billy, Prisoner, 
and Mountaineer Song Folio No. 1 (New York: De Sylva, Brown, and Henderson, 1933). 33 Prison and Mountain 
Songs contains only guitar chord notation, while the and Hill-Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio has chord 
notations for ukulele, guitar, banjo, and banjo uke. 
67 Whether these three songs are of folk provenance or have named authors is a disputed matter. See Karl 
Hagstrom Miller, Segregating Sound: Inventing Folk and Pop Music in the Age of Jim Crow (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2010), 241–274. 
68 Miller, Segregating Sound, 241–274. As Miller compellingly details in Segregating Sound, in part because “race” 
and “old-time” records proved to be so popular, the boundaries between folk music and popular music became 
increasingly porous in the 1920s and 1930s: folklorists sometimes published the popular songs their informants 
furnished them as folk tunes, while popular songwriters and performers, particularly in the U.S. South, often 
drew on what Miller calls “the folkloric paradigm,” i.e., the idea that what they were presenting to their 
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live forever,” for instance, gestures towards the folkloric, despite the fact that most of its songs were 
penned in the decade prior to its publication. Thus, although these books might seem unlike the work 
of folklorists like the Lomaxes, they do draw on tropes that emerged from the confluence of folklore 
and popular music in this period. Among these tropes are the intertwined ways in which two seemingly 
contradictory locations—the prison and the mountain—and three different personas—the “hillbilly,” 
the “mountaineer,” and the “prisoner”—were understood and presented to audiences. While, unlike 
in the rest of the books discussed in this chapter, consumers of these two publications would not 
encounter songs authored or performed by actual incarcerated people, the ways in which topic of 
incarceration was approached in them was, to a degree, influenced by folkloristic tropes. 
The titles of the publications, which feature the words “mountain,” “mountaineer,” and the 
derogatory, but widely used in the music industry during this period, “hillbilly,” would have been 
legible to audiences as a reference to the music of the Southern white population of rural Appalachia, 
despite the fact that many of the songwriters and performers in this genre did not come from the 
region and many Black people lived in Appalachia and were important performers and preservers of 
its folklore.69 Starting in the early 1920s, record companies and sheet music publishers sought to appeal 
to a public that was fascinated with manufactured images of uncouth and uneducated poor Southern 
whites, all while longing for the remnants of a preindustrial past they understood Appalachia to 
embody. As historian Anthony Harkins writes in his 2005 book Hillbilly: A Cultural History of an 
American Icon, the public was “inundated by stereotypical portrayals of shiftless, drunken, promiscuous, 
 
audiences was “authentic” folk. 33 Prison and Mountain Songs and the Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer Song Folio 
are an example of the latter. They are popular songbooks that draw on folkloric ideas. 
69 Cecelia Conway, “Black Banjo Songsters in Appalachia.” Black Music Research Journal, 23.1/2 (2003): 149–166; 
Fred J. Hay, “Black Musicians in Appalachia: An Introduction to Affrilachian Music,” Black Music Research 
Journal 23.1/2 (2003): 1-19. It should be noted that the Hill-Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio contains a 
few songs by James A. Bland, a Black minstrel singer (“Hand me Down my Walking Cane,” and “Oh! Dem 
Golden Slippers”). Most of the songs in both volumes, however, are white-authored. 
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and bare-footed people, living in blissful squalor beyond the reach of civilization” as well as “a distinct 
but parallel construction, the stalwart, forthright, and picturesque mountaineer.”70  
These twin constructions of Southern Appalachians are referenced not only in the titles, but 
also in the visual imagery of these two books (figure 2.2). The front page of 33 Prison and Mountain 
Songs leans towards the picturesque and nostalgic: a sunset over mountain hills, a lake, and a log cabin 
in the foreground. Meanwhile, the cover of the Hill-Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio features 
three cartoon figures, each of them referencing one of the personas referenced in the book’s title. The 
barefooted “hillbilly,” the prisoner clad in stripes, and the mountaineer holding a gun and a growler 
are all mouth agape, perhaps in an attempt to paint them as the original singers of the music contained 
in the book’s pages. At the same time, their cartoonish features are contrasted on the center right, 
which features a photograph of three fashionably dressed and coiffed young performers: The Don 
Hall Trio.71 The group, whose biographical sketch is provided to the audience on the final page of the 
book, featured two classically trained performers, the violinist George Hall and the singer and pianist 
Hortense Rose Hall, as well as a former vaudeville performer, Grace Donaldson. The trio was 
originally from Cincinnati and, in the early 1930s, they frequently performed in New York. The 
contrast between the crudely drawn, caricatured images of the three figures on the left and the neatly 
manicured city-based, classically trained performers on the right appears to wink at the differences 
between the imagined protagonists of the songs in the book and the reality in which these popular 
songs circulated. 
 
70 Anthony Harkins, Hillbilly: A Cultural History of an American Icon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 4. 
71 The group’s history is detailed in the following newspaper profile of one, Hortense Rose Hall, of its members: 
Barbara B. Kalfs, “Organ Grinder’s Tune Launched Long Career,” Chillicothe Gazette, December 28, 1974, 18. 
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Figure 2.2 Front covers of 33 Prison and Mountain Songs: For Home Folks  
(New York: Shapiro, Bernstein & Co, 1932) and Hill-Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio No. 1 
(New York: De Sylva, Brown, and Henderson, 1933) 
Despite initially attracting buyers through divergent stereotypes of mountaineer life on their 
covers, the two books are largely similar in their content. Aside from a few exceptions, most of which 
are humorous songs, the entries in these books address sentimental narratives about heartbreak, 
disaster, and the love of home, hearth, and family. For the most part, the songs take on a male point 
of view and their protagonists express nostalgia for their homes, mothers, or beloved, from whom 
they are separated. In many of the cases, this separation is implied to be prompted by the migration 
of the male protagonist away from home. Songs with such topics were popular in the “hill-billy” genre, 
as they both reflected a reality in which Appalachian men frequently left their homes to seek work in 
more industrialized parts of the region. Such songs also appealed to urban audiences since, through 
the protagonists’ nostalgia for their homes, songwriters presented such audiences with romanticized 
depictions of rural Appalachia.  
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In a number of songs in 33 Prison and Mountain Songs and the Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer 
Song Folio No.1, however, the separation between the protagonist and his home and family, as well as 
the ensuing nostalgia, are presented through the lens of incarceration.72 These songs follow in the 
tradition of “The Prisoner’s Song,” written by Guy Massey and popularized by Vernon Dalhart.73 
Often considered to be the record that launched the “hill-billy” and “old time” craze in the 1920s, 
“The Prisoner’s Song,” is told from the point of view of a man who is about to be incarcerated who 
expresses his love for his beloved in a manner that evokes the Christian ideals of salvation and 
martyrdom: 
Now if I had wings like an angel  
Over these prison walls I would fly  
And I’d fly to the arms of my poor darlin’  
And there I’d be willing to die.74 
Shapiro, Bernstein & Co copyrighted in this song in 1924 and it sold immensely well, so it is 
unsurprising that they use it to open their 33 Prison and Mountain Songs, referring to it as “the ‘rosary’ 
 
72 As Karl Hagstrom Miller has argued, the theme of nostalgia was central to Tin Pan Alley ballads, to which 
the songs I discuss here are closely related. Miller suggests that in the late nineteenth century, Tin Pan Alley 
composers capitalized on the popularity of minstrel songs which depicted a longing for old plantation life. 
Consequently, “the expression of a generic, supposedly depoliticized nostalgia [became] one of the major 
features of the Tin Pan Alley ballad.” See Miller, Segregating Sound, 35. As the songs in 33 Prison and Mountain 
Songs and the Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer Song Folio show, the popularity of nostalgic depictions (in this 
case, again, “supposedly depoliticized”) persisted well into the 1930s. 
73 The details about the song’s success as well as the lengthy dispute surrounding its provenance and authorship 
are beyond the scope of this dissertation. For more information see Nathaniel Shilkret, Nathaniel Shilkret: Sixty 
Years in the Music Business, (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2005). 
74 Guy Massey, “The Prisoner’s Song,” performed by Vernon Dalhart (tenor), Carson Robinson (guitar), and 
Lou Raderman (viola), Victor 19427, 1924. The lyrics of the song highlight the strong links between the ideas 
of Christian salvation and prisoner reform embedded in the carceral system. As Caleb Smith has argued, in the 
United States the early penitentiary system largely drew on the monastic model in which isolation and solitude 
“would lead, at first, to a painful alienation, but reflection and remorse would finally convert the offender into 
a subject worthy of freedom and grace.” See Smith, The Prison and the American Imagination (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2009), 84. While other forms of captivity, both in the United States and abroad would come 
to influence regional and local modes of imprisonment, Christian groups have continued frequently visiting 
carceral institutions for the purposes of rehabilitating prisoners. In addition, as some of the men the Lomaxes 
recorded attest, many incarcerated people have either become religious or have returned to religion (Christianity 
included) during their imprisonment. 
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of so-called ‘hill-billy’ songs.” In fact, “The Prisoner’s Song” had set the stage not only for “hill-billy” 
songs in general, but also for the type of prison song contained in this volume and in Hill-Billy, Prisoner, 
and Mountaineer Song Folio. And yet, its popularity puzzled many at first. This puzzlement is exemplified 
in an article published in Liberty Magazine in 1926 by Riley Barnes.75 He finds himself unable to come 
to solid conclusions about reasons behind the song’s popularity even after speaking to numerous 
publishers and songwriters: 
One [song publisher] says the name—The Prisoner’s Song—has an irresistible fascination. 
Everybody, says another, has a morbid curiosity about prisoners and prison life. Often this 
morbidity is tinged with pity. Massey’s song, these analysts have it, satisfies something of this 
desire of the public occasionally to weep over somebody. And here one has ample opportunity 
to wail with an incarcerated gentleman who laments the absence of his sweetheart. The same 
human qualities make juries weep with female murderers and acquit them with apologies. It is 
this desire personally to suffer that causes us gladly to pay upward of a million dollars for a 
furtive tear. 
These statements suggest—if not necessarily the reasons that audiences enjoyed and purchased copies 
of “The Prisoner’s Song”—at least some of the ways that songwriters and publishers in the coming 
years may have understood the song’s success and sought to replicate it. Although none of the prison 
songs in 33 Prison and Mountain Songs and the Hill-Billy, Prisoner and Mountaineer Song Folio achieved 
anywhere near the popularity of “The Prisoner’s Song,” they bear remarkable similarities to it both in 
their lyrics and in their music. Let us take for example the chorus of Jimmie Burns and George Brown’s 
“Locked Up in Prison,” featured in 33 Prison and Mountain Songs.76 The rollicking, broken chords in the 
left hand of the piano in this arrangement bear remarkable similarities to the opening “The Prisoner’s 
Song” (Examples 2.1 and 2.2). 
 
75 Riley Barnes, “The Prisoner’s Song,” Liberty. 3.2, (May 15, 1926), 67–68. 
76 33 Prison and Mountain Songs, 12. 
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Example 2.1 Guy Massey, “The Prisoner’s Song,” opening bars77 
 
 
Example 2.2 Jimmie Burns and George Brown, “Locked up in Prison,” chorus78 
Meanwhile, the simple vocal line presents a text in which the protagonist again longs for a woman, in 
this case not his beloved, but his mother: 
I’m sad and alone, 
Thinking of home. 
 
77 33 Prison and Mountain Songs, 2. 
78 33 Prison and Mountain Songs, 12. 
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Sittin’ in my cell all day long.  
When I think of my poor darlin’ mother.  
How I wish that I’d never done wrong. 
Typical of the prison songs in these two publications, “Locked up in Prison” is told from the point of 
view of a repentant male prisoner who has committed an unspecified crime. He bemoans his 
loneliness, but says little else about the experience of incarceration. Like many of the other prison 
songs in the two volumes, “Locked up in Prison” attempted to capitalize on the image of the singing 
prisoner, which had garnered so much success for “The Prisoner’s Song” by giving audiences, in the 
words of one of Riley Barnes’s interlocutors, “ample opportunity to wail with an incarcerated 
gentleman who laments the absence of his sweetheart.” 
In a few of the prison songs in 33 Prison and Mountain Songs and The Hill Billy, Prisoner, and 
Mountaineer Song Folio, the protagonists are not prisoners. Instead, they are witnesses who sing about 
prisoners or about incarceration more broadly. In “They’re Hanging a Mother Tonight” written, like 
almost all other entries in The Hill Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio, by Dick Sandford and Geo 
B. McConnell, the narrator tells us of the titular mother’s execution who appears to be innocent or, at 
the very least, has not been proven to be guilty: 
When her drunken old man got shot down 
She got blamed ’cause they always did fight 
And the law never proved what they’d found 
But they’re hanging a mother tonight.79 
The pleas for forgiveness, hinge, however, mostly not on the mother’s innocence but rather on her 
status as a mother. The narrator begs to take her place by proclaiming “She’s a mother, by god it ain’t 
right,” but is laughed away. Interestingly, it is in songs like these, rather than the ones presented 
through the voices of prisoners, that consumers of the book could encounter critiques (although mild) 
of the injustices of the carceral state. 
 
79 33 Prison and Mountain Songs, 12. 
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All in all, these collections show some of the ways in which songwriters used the topic of 
incarceration to attract audiences in this period. The prison songs in 33 Prison and Mountain Songs and 
The Hill Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio are similar in musical style to the rest of the entries in 
these two volumes and the texts of these songs largely use incarceration simply as one among many 
reasons for which a protagonist might be experiencing nostalgia, or longing for one’s home and loved 
ones. At the same time, the sentimental songs in these collections like these encouraged a wide 
audience to see prisoners as people with whom they could identify and sympathize. 
It is crucial, however, to note that these songs were white-authored, implied their protagonists 
to be white, and were, like most other sentimental “hill-billy” songs of the period, aimed at a largely 
white audience. As such, the aesthetic of imprisonment presented in these entries differs sharply from 
that of the many contemporaneous songs by Black performers in the 1920s and 1930s who also sang 
about incarceration. Unlike the songs we just encountered, the music of these performers, which was 
pitched almost entirely to Black audiences, offered up a view of imprisonment that was not covered 
under the patina of faux sentimentalism. For example, Ma Rainey’s 1924 “Cell Bound Blues” does, at 
times, expresses a nostalgia for home and family similar to the one present in the songs we just 
encountered: 
All bound in prison, I’m bound in jail,  
Cold iron bars all around me, no one to go my bail 
I’ve got a mother and father, livin’ in a cottage by the sea, 
Got a sister and brother, wonder do they think of poor me?80 
At the same time, however, the Rainey is honest about the reason her poetic persona landed in prison: 
an act of self-defense against domestic violence. She sings: 
I walked in my room, the other night 
My man walked in and begin to fight 
I took my gun in my right hand, said 
““Hold him, folks, I don’t wanta kill my man.” 
 
80 Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, “Cell Bound Blues,” Paramount 12257, 1925. 
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When I did that he hit me ‘cross my head 
First shot I fired, my man fell dead. 
While songs like “They’re Hanging a Mother Tonight” in The Hill Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song 
Folio do address male-on-female violence, they do so briefly, not through the voice of the accused 
woman, and leave the audience open to the idea that the woman in question might, after all, be 
innocent and a passive victim of a false accusation. Meanwhile, as Angela Davis points out, “even in 
their most despairing moods, the female characters memorialized in women’s blues songs do not fit 
the mold of the typical victim of abuse.”81 Rather than offering up her audience a sentimentalized 
space through which to connect with an imagined but broadly construed prisoner, Rainey draws 
attention to the iniquities of a justice system that gave women in general and, Black women especially, 
little recourse against gender violence. As Davis puts it, Rainey and Bessie Smith, who also sang about 
similar issues, became “role models for untold thousands of their sisters to whom they delivered 
messages that defied the male dominance encouraged by mainstream culture.”82 
The topic of incarceration was also broached by male blues singers. In “Prison Cell Blues” 
(1928), Blind Lemon Jefferson is less forthcoming than Smith and Rainey about the reasons for his 
poetic persona’s imprisonment, although he also gestures to the possibility that a domestic issue 
caused it, through the repeated refrain, “Lord, I wouldn’t have been here if it had not been for Nell.” 
While he invites sympathy through mentions of his “lonesome cell,” he also speaks honestly and 
directly about the conditions in prison and about his mistreatment at the hands of prison guards: 
Got a red-eyed captain and a squabbling boss 
Got a mad dog sergeant, honey, and he won’t knock off 
… 
 
81 Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, 54. 
82 Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, 61. 
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I asked the government to knock some days off my time 
Well, the way I’m treated, I’m about to lose my mind.83 
While some authors, particularly in the mid-to-late twentieth century argued that songs of this type 
(along with other blues songs) were largely apolitical, the contrast between the types of prison songs 
in volumes like 33 Prison and Mountain Songs and The Hill Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio and 
songs like Rainey’s, Smith’s and Jefferson’s—only a few examples of a wide range of music about 
prisons by blues artists from the 1920s and 1930s—suggests this is not the case. Further, in Blues 
Women and Black Feminism, Davis disputes such claims by white authors. Among them is Samuel 
Charters, who wrote that “there is little social protest in the blues…there is complaint, but protest has 
been stifled” and Paul Oliver who advanced the idea that “the number of protest blues is small” due 
to Black Americans’ “acceptance of the stereotypes that have been cut for [them].”84 While both of 
these authors acknowledge the pernicious effects of white supremacy in the United States in their 
writing, their denial of Black protest stems from the belief that, in turn, white supremacy has made 
the notion of protest unimaginable to Black blues musicians. Meanwhile, Davis points up that such 
arguments “[fail] to consider the interpretive audience to which the blues is addressed, and [treat] 
potential protest as necessarily constructed in terms established by an imagined white oppressor.”85 
The preceding discussion goes to show that, through popular collections like 33 Prison and 
Mountain Songs and The Hill Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio middle-class, mostly white audiences 
were conditioned to respond to one particular type of prisoner—a white, (usually) male prisoner, who 
was either false accused or was imprisoned for an unspecified crime for which he was repentant. As 
such, these collections encouraged audiences to identify and sympathize with prisoners, all while 
 
83 Blind Lemon Jefferson, “Cell Block Blues,” Paramount 12622B, 1928. 
84 Samuel Charters, The Poetry of the Blues (New York: Avon, 1963), 152; Paul Oliver, The Meaning of the Blues, 
(New York: Collier, 1960), 322–323. 
85 Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, 112. 
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raising few moral quandaries for this act identification, as these prisoners were either innocent or 
repentant. Further, the notions of critiquing the conditions of incarceration or protesting against the 
carceral system more broadly, present in the work of blues artists, was rarely encountered in such 
popular songs. As we will see in the next section, when white audiences did encounter prison songs 
that contained critique and protest, the results were mixed. 
Spivacke’s List, Part 2: Prison Songs as Protest 
Let us continue moving with Spivacke’s list of publications. Above the two popular volumes we 
discussed in the previous section, we encounter a collection quite unlike them: Negro Songs of Protest, 
published by Lawrence Gellert in 1936.86 In some ways Gellert belongs to the same lineage as his 
predecessors Odum, Johnson, and Sandburg, as well as his contemporaries, the Lomaxes. Like them, 
he was a white song collector interested in in the folk music of Black Americans in the U.S. South, 
songs from and about prisons and chain gangs included. As the title of Gellert’s book suggests, 
however, he was interested in a topic that was rarely broached in scholarship of that period: the 
presence of protest in Black folk music. Gellert’s work and his engagement with the idea of protest 
have been chronicled and analyzed in rich detail by Steven P. Garabedian in a number of publications, 
most recently in A Sound History: Lawrence Gellert, Black Musical Protest, and White Denial, a book on 
which I draw heavily in what follows.87 
Like the Lomaxes, Gellert focused much of his early song-collecting on the music of 
incarcerated Black men. Some of them he recorded outside of prisons: by parking his car near locations 
 
86 Gellert, Negro Songs of Protest. 
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where he knew men on chain gangs would be brought to work.88 Others were sung for him behind 
bars. In the latter case, his collection methods in some ways paralleled those of the Lomaxes. As with 
the Lomaxes, who were often only able to gain entry into segregated Southern prisons due to their 
connections with the Library of Congress, Gellert too had letters of introduction penned for him. In 
Gellert’s case, these letters came not from an institution, however, but rather from an influential 
member of his community: William Weigel, a former banker and Gellert’s neighbor in the small town 
of Tryon, North Carolina. On some occasions, Weigel joined Gellert on these recording trips. He 
entertained and distracted white prison officials with conversation, cigarettes, and liquor, thus allowing 
Gellert to meet with prisoners and record them, undisturbed by their overseers.89 In 1936, Gellert 
published some of the songs that he recorded on these trips, as well as other ones he had collected 
throughout the U.S. South in Negro Songs of Protest. 
Gellert’s book does bear some similarities to the works we have discussed in this chapter. Like 
Sandburg’s American Songbag, Gellert’s volume was meant not for reading, but for singing: it contained 
song transcriptions and arrangements for piano and voice by Elie Siegmeister. Gellert’s introduction, 
however, shows that he understood the ways in which readers of his book would sing through this 
music was quite different from the one we encountered with Sandburg. He writes: 
The melodies here given have not been ‘arranged’ in the usual accepted sense of the word. 
They have been faithfully set down with hours of painstaking labor, exactly as sung into the 
records, or as nearly so as conventional music notation is adaptable for notating ¼ tones, 
slides, curlicues, indefinite pitches, irregular shifting rhythms, intentional striking of notes off 
beat by way of embellishment by the singer and other peculiarities characteristic of genuine 
Negro folk music. 
Nor are the piano accompaniments made to complete or adorn the melodies. They are merely 
added to supply a back-ground for those who feel they want one. Some are contemplated for 
round-the-piano singing. Others which already enjoy popularity as concert numbers have been 
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treated with that purpose in view. However, it should be understood that the melodies as given 
are complete in themselves and may, of course, be sung without accompaniment.90 
This description suggests an attempt at faithfulness and “authenticity” that diverges from Sandburg’s 
haphazard approach, as well as from his instructions to his readers that if they “like a particular air 
and would rather sing it in a way you have found or developed [themselves], departing from the 
musical expressions indicated, making such changes as please [them] at any given moment, [they] have 
full authority to do so.”91 In addition, later on in the introduction, Gellert also tells his readers that 
“aside from their musical and literary worth” these songs are “human documents” that “embody the 
living voice of the otherwise inarticulate resentment against injustice—a part of the unrest that is 
stirring in the South,” thus suggesting that he understood his book not just be a singing book but also 
an act of documentary record keeping.92 The statement also shows that Gellert intended this book to 
be consumed by people who were outsiders to, or at least unaware of, the heritage of the music his 
book documented. Thus, although the content and framing of Gellert’s book differed from Odum 
and Johnson’s work, like them, he was trying to use song to introduce his audience to a way of life 
that markedly differed from theirs.  
However, the radical nature of Gellert’s volume—and, therefore, its contrast with the works 
discussed so far in this chapter—is palpable from the outset. Gellert opens the introduction by 
describing what inspired him to publish the volume: his desire to dispel what he describes as “the 
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official dictum of the South,” that Black Americans were a “contented lot,” “docile, amicable, and 
treadmilling.” In contrast to this popular but false image of Black contentment, Gellert offered up the 
songs in his book as evidence of Black resistance to white supremacy, or of what he described as “the 
living voice of the otherwise inarticulate resentment against injustice—a part of the unrest that is 
stirring the South.”93 The contents of the collection repeatedly calls out white supremacy and, given 
that some of these songs were collected in prisons, the carceral state looms large. For example, the 
song “Scottsboro” is about the famous 1931 Scottsboro Boys trial, in which nine Black teenagers were 
falsely accused of rape by two white women.94 The text of the song reads: 
Paper come out 
Done strewed de news 
Dat Seven po’chillun 
Moan dest’ house blues. 
 
Moanin’ white woman 
Snake lyin’ tale 
Dat hang and burn 
And jail wit’ no bail. 
 
Judge and jury 
All in the stand 
Dat Lawd, biggety name 
Fo’ same lynchin’ band.95 
The song in Gellert’s book is overt in its critique not only of the judicial and carceral systems, but also 
of the weaponization of white womanhood at the center of this case. “Moanin’ white woman [telling 
a] Snake lyin’ tale.” 
 
93 Gellert, Negro Songs of Protest, 1. 
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At first, Gellert’s book received popular and critical acclaim, largely due to the honesty and 
overtness of entries like “Scottsboro.” Sterling Brown spoke highly of Gellert’s work, as did Langston 
Hughes who assisted in the publication of a Russian translation of Negro Songs of Protest in 1938. 96 And 
although much of the acclaim for the book came from leftist circles, it also fared well in the 
mainstream, as evidenced by positive reviews in The New York Times and Time Magazine.97 In the years 
since, however, Gellert’s work has largely fallen out of favor, while folklorists who engaged in work 
that was in many ways similar to his, the Lomaxes among them, have enjoyed enduring appeal and 
acclaim.  
Garabedian has offered a compelling explanation for this shift. He attributes Gellert’s downfall 
precisely to what made his work appealing to audiences when it was first published: its focus on Black 
resistance and its open critique of white supremacy. Garabedian underpins this interpretation through 
the concept of “denial,” drawn from the work of the sociologist Stanley Cohen. Cohen defines denial 
as “an unconscious defense mechanism for coping with guilt, anxiety and other disturbing emotions 
aroused by reality.”98 As Garabedian tells it, the reality of white supremacy and, in particular, the idea 
that Black protest could truly exist, enshrined in Gellert’s publication, came to be met with just such 
a defensive denial. Meanwhile, collections that approached Black folklore through what George 
Fredrickson has termed “romantic racialism” allowed white audiences to confirm their interpretation 
of Black people as “docile, amicable, and treadmilling” and, in Garabedian’s words, to “favor Black 
 
96 Garabedian, A Sound History 1,8. 
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music while still denying Black intellect or agency.”99 Garabedian’s interpretation suggests that 
Gellert’s readers were faced not only with the moral dilemma of singing the songs of prisoners in their 
homes, but also with another ethical quandary: their own role, as white Americans, in the system of 
white supremacy that motivated the political critiques in these songs. This ultimately proved to be a 
deterrent for consumers of his book, as white audiences favored the less confrontational framing 
present in the work of other folklorists, the Lomaxes included. As Garabedian puts it: “where Gellert 
heard political revolution in the music of his folk informants, the Lomaxes heard cultural 
redemption.”100 In the next section, I turn to this model of “cultural redemption,” and the framing of 
prison music in the Lomaxes’ early work more broadly. 
Spivacke’s List, Part 3: Two Lomax Folk Song Collections 
This brings us to the two volumes by the Lomaxes at the top of Spivacke’s list. As we will see, in many 
ways, these two books offer their readers lenses through which to encounter the topic of incarceration 
that are similar to the ones in the books discussed so far. Like Odum and Johnson, the Lomaxes give 
their largely white audience a glimpse into Black society through folklore. Like Sandburg, they construe 
these books as singing volumes, meant to introduce Americans to the country’s folkloric heritage, 
which includes the music of people from many classes and regions. Like the publishers of 33 Prison 
and Mountain Songs and The Hill-Billy, Prisoner, and Mountaineer Song Folio, they sometimes present a 
romanticized and even sentimental portrait of incarcerated people. And, like Gellert, they offer readers 
an “authentic” look into Black incarceration through transcriptions of field recordings made in actual 
prisons. By pointing out these similarities, I do not mean to argue that the Lomaxes made a conscious 
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decision to directly draw from the books discussed in this chapter, some of which were published 
after the Lomaxes’ earliest forays into prison music. Rather, I suggest that their ability to offer 
audiences a combination of different ways of encountering incarceration musically—many of which 
were already popular in the period—is perhaps among the many reasons for the unparalleled success 
of their prison work. 
American Ballads and Folk Songs was published only a year after the Lomaxes first began their 
collaborative work. In 1933 they had collected nearly one hundred songs from Black Southerners on 
working on farms, levees, railroads, and prisons in Texas, Louisiana, Tennessee, Kentucky, Mississippi, 
and Virginia.101 In 1934 they continued this work by adding another three hundred songs to their 
collection.102 As I discussed earlier, largely owing to their association with the Library of Congress, the 
degree of access that the Lomaxes had to prisons was unprecedented, as was the wealth of material 
they were able to collect and accordingly the songs they recorded in prisons were new to a large part 
of their audience. While books like Odum and Johnson’s had printed the texts of such songs and 
Sandburg’s American Songbag had offered up the tunes to a select few of them, in American Ballads and 
Folk Songs the Lomaxes were providing their audience with a wealth of new material. While, in the 
musical introduction to the book the transcriber and musical editor, Mary E. Graham, writes that it 
“provides the student of folk music with a collection of songs for interesting and valuable study,” 
including ones “inadequately covered in other books on the subject: the Negro work songs” and thus 
positions the volume along lines similar to Odum and Johnson’s work, in their own framing text the 
Lomaxes choose to also align their volume with works like Sandburg’s, writing that they “hope it will 
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be found a singing book.”103 In American Ballads and Folk Songs the Lomaxes were therefore asking their 
readers take into their homes songs that were directly transcribed from recordings of incarcerated 
Black men and to sing them. 
This was a novel and unique request and it is therefore unsurprising that readers of American 
Ballads and Folk Songs received an outsized amount of guidance about the prison songs through the 
volume’s framing material, despite the fact that the book features a wide array of other types of songs: 
cowboy, mountain, creole, and various children’s tunes among them. A few articles in the academic 
and popular press had already highlighted the Lomaxes’ trips to prisons, but for many readers this 
book would have been the first detailed encounter with the songs they collected on their travels.104 As 
such, throughout the book, the Lomaxes appear especially careful to highlight the value of the 
recordings they made in prisons and to make their audiences comfortable with the idea of knowing 
and singing such music.  
The introduction to the volume begins with a meditation on American folk music writ large 
and a debunking of the myth that “Since America has no peasant class, there are, of course, no 
American folk songs.” 105 After establishing for their readers the importance of preserving and 
popularizing songs that express “the gamut of human experience,” the Lomaxes turn to the music 
they recorded in prisons. Their musings on this topic take up most of the remaining half of the 
fourteen-page introduction. They begin by detailing both the some of the impediments they 
encountered in collecting Black folk music (the opposition of members of the Black intelligentsia to 
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“sinful songs”), the urgency with which they believed such music should be preserved (since, to them, 
“daily association with the whites, and modern education prove disastrous to the Negro’s folk singing, 
destroying much of the quaint, innate beauty of his songs.”), and the abundance of “authentic” Black 
folk music they found in prisons of the U.S. South.106 Having established collecting, preserving, and 
popularizing not only American folk music in general but the music of Black prisoners in the U.S. 
South as a worthwhile task, the Lomaxes then turn to the content of the songs they collected in 
carceral settings, as well as to the conditions in which these songs were produced. They write: 
[H. E.] Krehbiel said, “the truest, most intimate folk music, is that produced by suffering.” 
The songs of the Negro prisoners in convict camps furnished confirmation of this theory…In 
the Blues, humorous verses often are put into tunes doleful or broodingly sad. Even the 
throbbing chants of labor, swaying with energy and rhythmic power, are colored with pathos. 
Was it the forbidding iron bars, the stripes, the clank of occasional shackles, the cruel-looking 
black bullwhip four feet long, which in some places hung in plain sight inside the door of the 
main hall—was it such surroundings that made the songs seem sad?107 
In what follows, the Lomaxes counter this description of a cold and harsh carceral environment by 
arguing that “the sadness, the melancholy [in prison songs], did not, it is believed, grow out of brutal 
treatment,” as the singers they recorded were fed well, slept sufficiently in comfortable quarters and, 
although they worked hard, on the Lomaxes’ visits “no case of cruelty was noted.”108 While the 
research of numerous historians, Sarah Haley and David Oshinsky among them, has shown that this 
was not the case and the Black people incarcerated in the prisons the Lomaxes visited lived in 
conditions which were, in Oshinsky’s words “worse than slavery,” there are a few possible 
explanations for the description.109 Some of the conditions in the prisons possibly did not strike John, 
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the more conservative among the Lomaxes, as unjust. It is also probable, however, that the true 
brutality of life at a plantation-style prison was concealed from visitors, folklorists included. In 
addition, since the Lomaxes wanted prison officials in the South to continue granting them access to 
the institutions they managed, it is likely that they had could not be transparent with their readers and 
could not expose all that they saw on their travels. The matter of upsetting their publishers and turning 
away white audiences from their work, as Gellert’s overt honesty about racism and white supremacy 
eventually did, also loomed large in all probability.  
Thus, rather than giving a true account of the oppressive conditions in the prisons they 
visited—as Alan Lomax often did later on in his life—in American Ballads and Folk Songs, the Lomaxes 
largely present the incarceration of the men they recorded as something that was to be taken for 
granted and not questioned by their audiences.110 To that effect, they quote a guard’s assessment that 
the typical Black male prisoner was “a model prisoner, easy to control, but in his singing, he abandons 
himself to a brooding hopelessness, as though freedom were beyond reach.”111 The statement both 
serves to naturalize the idea of Black captivity and to bring the audience’s attention back to the 
melancholy of the prison songs in the volume. The Lomaxes finally reaffirm that “much of folk music 
grows out of sadness” and the songs of the typical Black prisoner they encountered contained a “note 
of sadness,” again, not coming out of brutal treatment or the confines of white supremacy but rather 
from an “intense and constant longing for freedom, home, and ‘Rosie.’” In this statement, the two 
folklorists almost seem to draw on some of the tropes present in “The Prisoner’s Song” and other 
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sentimental tunes featured in books like 33 Prison and Mountain Songs and The Hill-Billy, Prisoner, and 
Mountaineer Song Folio. The reference to “Rosie” is to one of the work songs in American Ballads and 
Folk Songs, partially transcribed from a 1933 field recording of a group of unnamed incarcerated men 
in Mississippi with few musical similarities to popular songs with carceral themes.112 The song’s titular 
character is not a prisoner’s sweetheart from back home as many of the women in such popular songs 
are. Rather, as the Lomaxes tell in the song’s description later on in the book, she is “the prison 
counterpart of Mademoiselle from Armentières, who comforted so many American soldiers during 
the last war.”113 Still, by highlighting this particular song and describing it in this manner in the 
introduction, the Lomaxes call to the central themes of popular prison songs: longing, homesickness, 
and an incarcerated man’s yearning for his woman. Regardless of whether or not they intentionally 
drew on the popularity of sentimental prison songs, they offered their audiences an account of prison 
music that would have appealed to them: They showed that their book contained a more authentic 
depiction of incarceration than the ones present in tunes like “The Prisoner’s Song,” but with less 
potential to disturb white audiences by destabilizing the status quo, as Gellert’s work eventually would. 
Thus, while introducing their readers to a corpus of new music and convincing them of its beauty and 
value, the Lomaxes’ description of this music in the introduction incorporated it into a paradigm that 
such audiences would understand. 
In addition to their account of prison music in the introduction to the volume the Lomaxes 
also address the topic later on in the book, in a stand-alone preface to the section on “Songs from 
Southern Chain Gangs,” as well as in the accompanying texts that precede many of the songs in this 
section. While transcriptions of some of the songs that the Lomaxes recorded in prisons appear in 
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other sections in American Ballads and Folk Songs, it is in this section that the two folklorists most directly 
confront their audiences with the topic of incarceration. “Songs from Southern Chain Gangs,” is one 
of the only segments of the book that contains its own preface and, compared to other parts of the 
book, it also contains an unusual amount of explanatory text throughout. In contrast to the 
introduction, the framing text in this section contains references to the brutal conditions of 
incarceration that are much more direct and explicit. The Lomaxes open: 
Thirty men in stripes are ‘flat-weeding’ a ditch; every hoe strikes the ground at the same instant. 
The driver walks his horse behind them, shotgun across the pommel of his saddle. Guards, 
black trusties, ready and eager to shoot down any man who makes a break for freedom—if 
one kills his man, it may mean a pardon or a parole—pace behind the gang. The sun stands 
hot and burning overhead and the bodies of the men sway easily to the swing of their arms 
and the rhythm of the work.114 
They go on to describe the singing that accompanies a scene of this sort: 
Presently some big buck with a warm, powerful voice throws back his head and begins 
“Rosie,” “Stewball,” or “Great God-a’mighty.” At the chorus the gang joins in with a full-
throated response, and the voices blend into a strange harmony where, perhaps, no voice is 
on pitch. Thus the song is begun, and thus it goes on through the “long, hot summer day”; 
first one leader and then another takes it up and sings his favorite stanzas, with the probable 
addition of some comment on the cruelty of the sun, the captain, his woman, or his “grea’ 
long time.”115 
The preface to this section frames prison music in a manner quite different from that of the 
introduction. While both sections draw on aspects that were indeed present in the songs the Lomaxes 
recorded, the preface to “Songs from Southern Chain Gangs” emphasizes aspects that were foreign 
to the audience of American Ballads and Folk Songs, rather than bringing prison music into a familiar 
paradigm as the introduction did. In addition, the preface departs from the book’s introduction in the 
way it asks its readers to engage with the prison songs on its pages. Instead of centering the “doleful 
or broodingly sad” nature of the tunes or the manner in which they express a nostalgic longing for a 
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prisoner’s home and loved ones, the Lomaxes advise their readers: “Open your mouth and shout the 
songs. They are not gentle or sedate or subtle. They are the work-songs of driven, despairing men, 
who sing about their troubles to be rid of them.”116 Later on, in a note on the song “Long Gone” 
(Example 2.3)—transcribed from a recording by “Lightin’” Washington and a group of men 
incarcerated at Darrington State Farm, Texas—the Lomaxes again instruct their audience on the direct 
and forceful nature with which they should perform this song: 
It is effective to sing stanzas two, three, and four, stanzas five and six, stanzas seven, eight, 
and nine, and stanzas ten, eleven, and twelve as groups without injecting the chorus. Then 
roar out the refrain [emphasis mine] after each group of stanzas. This is the way the song is 
actually sung by the Negroes when they are chopping down a tree. It is well to note that the 
ax-blow, and thus the most heavily stressed syllable, is the accented syllable that stands nearest 
to the end of each line.117 
 
Example 2.3: Selection from “Long Gone,” as printed in American Ballads and Folk Songs. The 
refrain begins on the pick-up of m. 9, with the first appearance of the text “he’s long gone.”118 
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On one hand, the difference in authorial voice between the book’s introduction and the content of 
this section suggests the possibility that the John Lomax might have been responsible for the former, 
while Alan worked on the latter. However, the overall approach also suggests that the Lomaxes were, 
like Sandburg, finding ways in which to make their audiences comfortable with the material on the 
pages of their book. While Sandburg did so by drawing the attention of his readers to the non-carceral 
spaces the prison songs in American Songbag had passed through and to the non-incarcerated members 
of the public who had contributed these songs to him, the Lomaxes approached the matter of making 
them comfortable in a different manner. In the introduction to the volume, they prepared their readers 
to encounter prison songs by offering them a non-threatening, even gentle description of such music 
and drawing on sentimental tropes about prisoners. Then, once readers were eased into the idea of 
prison music and were ready to navigate to the section containing prison songs, the book asked them 
to more directly confront the harsh realities of Black incarceration in the U.S. South and asked them 
to “shout” and “roar out” in their homes songs originally performed by prisoners. 
Although in American Ballads and Folk Songs the Lomaxes do mention the names of a few of 
the men they recorded in prisons, for many of their audiences the first real encounter with a singer of 
prison music was through the figure of Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter. The relationship between 
Ledbetter and the Lomaxes is one of the most frequently addressed aspects in the careers and lives of 
these three men. 119 These interactions have been read both as a collaborative relationship between 
three innovative artists, as an exploitative one between two folklorist-impresarios and their employee 
and, often, as one that sits on the spectrum between these two poles.  
The Lomaxes first met and recorded Ledbetter in 1933 at the Louisiana State Penitentiary, 
more often referred to by its nickname, Angola. When the Lomaxes returned to Angola in 1934, 
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Ledbetter sang for them again and, upon his release later that year, he joined the two folklorists as an 
assistant on their prison travels. During these trips, Ledbetter frequently played and sang for the 
prisoners the Lomaxes wanted to record in order to either help them remember songs buried in their 
memories or to give them a better idea of the type of material the Lomaxes sought. Around the same 
time, the Lomaxes also began organizing lectures and performances featuring Lead Belly for leftist 
circles and university audiences.120 In 1936, the Lomaxes published Negro Folk Songs as Sung by Lead 
Belly, a book containing transcriptions of Lead Belly’s songs by George Herzog intermixed with quotes 
from Ledbetter’s own contextualizing descriptions of these songs, as well as a lengthy biographical 
section composed by the Lomaxes.121  
Songs as Sung by Lead Belly is an inextricable part of the relationship between the Lomaxes and 
Ledbetter. While some of the early buyers of the book may have heard Ledbetter in concert, on the 
extensive touring circuit the Lomaxes took him, as well as on a few records he made and released with 
the American Record Corporation in 1935, many of them first encountered Lead Belly as a figure, as 
well as his music on the pages of this volume.122 The book did not sell well in comparison to the 
Lomaxes’ other publications but it has been influential in the years after it was published and, more 
than that, its pages contain evidence of the ways in which the Lomaxes framed the story and music of 
a formerly incarcerated man so that it could be consumed and enjoyed by a wide audience.123  
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On one hand, the volume is better described not as a songbook proper but rather as a 
biography given through song or, as Alan Lomax put it later in his life, “the first singer biography in 
America.”124 The inspiration from the book came from similarly structured musical biographies by 
Soviet folklorists.125 As John Szwed tells it, “Alan had heard that Soviet folklorists were writing down 
the stories of folk artists’ lives, in part because they wanted to honor them as artists, but also because 
they felt that these biographies were the best way to understand the meanings of the performers’ 
songs.”126 He set out, with the help of his father and Herzog, to accomplish the same thing when it 
came to Ledbetter’s life and songs. At the same time the book’s framing material does suggest that, 
like readers of this book, many of whom were new to the types of songs featured on its pages, were 
meant not only to detachedly study this music but to actively involve themselves in singing it. In a 
segment titled “The Musical Notation Used in this Volume: An Explanation,” After acknowledging 
the limitations of Western musical notation to capture the idioms of Black American folk songs, 
Herzog advises readers that, nevertheless, “those unversed in [these idioms] may find that the signs 
employed enable them to experiment and eventually get the swing.” 
Because of the book’s twofold purpose, readers of Songs as Sung by Lead Belly were being asked 
to both to encounter Lead Belly as a figure on its pages and to immerse themselves in recreating 
important parts of his life by singing his songs. This created a sort of conundrum. The biographical 
format necessitated a certain honesty about Ledbetter’s criminal past as well as some of the less socially 
acceptable themes in his songs: alcohol, drugs, and violence among them. On the other hand, the 
Lomaxes’ request that readers sing through these songs and become active participants in this musical 
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biography required that a non-negligible degree of care be taken in shaping Lead Belly’s life and music 
for popular consumption. The book does not shy away from detailing Lead Belly’s crimes or his 
incarceration. In fact, many portions of the book specifically emphasize and make a spectacle of these 
aspects of his life and persona. Still, the Lomaxes do not draw direct links between music and his 
criminal behavior, as Odum and Johnson had. That is, they do not imply that there is a direct link 
between knowing and singing the songs in his repertoire and immoral or criminal behavior. The book’s 
introduction provides an example: 
“I’m thinkin’ in my heart,” once Lead Belly said when we asked him why, when he was about 
to sing, he sat so quiet. That was his way before an audience—to sit silent and relaxed, this 
man of terrible energy, turning over his mind God alone knows what thoughts; then, at the 
signal, to let loose his hands and his voice. He crouched over his guitar as he played, as his 
fingers made the incredibly swift, skillful runs; and he sang with an intensity and passion that 
swayed audiences that could not understand a single word of his songs. His eyes were tight-
shut so that between his eyebrows there appeared deep furrows of concentration curving back 
like devil’s horns. One foot kept the beat steady while the other accented it. Lead Belly had 
thought in his heart, the words and music leapt out of his brooding relaxation, his whole being 
focused in a song. 127 
In this text, the Lomaxes draw a contrast rather than a creating a link between what they understood 
as Lead Belly’s status as a “man of terrible energy, turning over his mind God alone knows what 
thoughts” and his musical “intensity and passion that swayed audiences that could not understand a 
single word of his songs.” 
Archival and published materials related to Songs as Sung by Lead Belly also suggest that the topic 
of how to frame Lead Belly’s life and music for audiences was a key point of discussion while the 
book was being put together. Multiple authors have reported that Herzog successfully objected to the 
use of the word “sinful” in the Lomaxes’ original title: Negro Sinful Songs as Sung by Lead Belly.128 As 
John Szwed puts it:  
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[Herzog] disliked the book’s title: “Sinful,” he argued, did not accurately describe the music. 
The Lomaxes countered that that was the word that African American church folks 
themselves used for all secular songs, but Herzog held firm.129 
Although the story of Herzog’s objection might have been orally passed down—I have been unable 
to locate primary documentation related to it—it is certainly possible that he believed the term would 
deter audiences unfamiliar with it from purchasing the book. And, while the term “sinful” appears a 
select few times in the book’s framing text, as well as in a section title, archival materials suggest that, 
as originally conceived, Songs as Sung by Lead Belly, leaned much more heavily on the concept of 
“sinfulness” than the final, published manuscript does.  
The John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers at the Library of Congress archive contain seven 
folders of archival materials pertaining to the book. Among them is what appears to be John Lomax’s 
five-page draft of an unpublished introduction to Ledbetter’s life and musical background.130 Drawing 
on a hypothetical confusion that readers encountering a biography of someone who was 
simultaneously a prolific and able artist and a criminal might experience, Lomax opens his text with a 
question: “Why should Huddie Ledbetter—’famous songster, best dancer of his race, king of the 
twelve-string guitar’–-have spent twelve years out of his fifty on state prison farms?” This question, 
Lomax contends, can be answered through Ledbetter’s “role [as] a singer of ‘sinful’ songs in the black 
belt of the South.” As Lomax explains, “the Negro folk-artist, unless he turns preacher, is a rebel 
against the church and, therefore, against respectability and decency.” This is because ministers have 
cautioned their communities against dance “where most ‘sinful’ songs have their origin and function” 
and which is “the most potent instrument of the Devil for stirring up wickedness in the heart of the 
people keeping them away from the church and the bounty of God.” Those who, like Ledbetter, rebel 
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against this life, Lomax contends, are “the sceptics and sensitive ones, who can’t be compensated for 
the hardships of their life in the Southern United States by promises of golden harps in heaven.” It is 
this scepticism and sensitivity in the folklorist’s mind that drove Ledbetter to become “a sort of leader 
in this rebellion against respectability and morality and the church.” While it highlights Ledbetter’s 
status as a less-than-respectable figure in his community, this introduction also suggests that there is 
a positive moral aspect to his rebellion against convention and traditional morality. 
In the next section, Lomax describes directly links Lead Belly’s repertoire of “sinful” songs 
and his life of crime. He writes:  
Because the Saturday night dance [where Ledbetter frequently performed in his youth] is the 
rendezvous of the wild young bucks and the fast women, the sense of gambling and whiskey-
drinking, it becomes the focus for trouble, for razor, knife or pistol play, perhaps for murder. 
This group was is [sic] Lead Belly’s audience, and for this reason we may say that his peculiar 
genius associated him with the potentially and actually criminal group of his community [and] 
sends him night after night where Hell may pop anytime. 
While placing Lead Belly’s songs in the context of a setting where criminal acts occur, Lomax 
perceptively suggests an alternate link between Lead Belly’s performances in such settings. He points 
out that the white police frequently raided the barrel-houses in which Lead Belly sang and, even in 
cases when he wasn’t arrested he would become “as familiar to them as the poor devils they do carry 
off.” Thus, “when he comes up for trial, [the police] are ready to believe the worst of him and are 
happy to send him away to the penitentiary.” In this section, all while creating a link of sorts between 
Lead Belly’s music and a life of crime and incarceration, Lomax diverges from Odum and Johnson’s 
earlier portrayals of the connections between Black folk music and criminality. He suggests that while 
some of this music happens to be performed in circles where crime occurs this does not necessarily 
make those who perform or enjoy such music immoral. The fact that he highlights that when a singer 
of “sinful” songs is arrested the police “are ready to believe the worst of him” speaks to the perception 
of singer of such songs as immoral rather than of any sort of actual immorality. He concludes by 
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describing Lead Belly as “a proud, strong, dynamic, ambitious and gifted creature in the midst of a 
continually oppressive and dangerous situation–These things could only mean trouble.” 
While there are many possible reasons for the eventual omission of this text from the final 
version of the book, it undoubtedly puts into much more direct focus the question of the links between 
his “sinful” songs and his life of crime. Meanwhile, as discussed above, the final version of Songs as 
Sung by Lead Belly avoids making such connections and, in many ways, allows the Lomaxes to draw on 
public curiosity about what a life of someone who had committed murder and had been incarcerated 
was like and to offer their audiences songs that they could sing in their homes without that this act 
would lead to a life of immorality or criminality. 
While Songs as Sung by Lead Belly has not received ample attention in scholarly work—likely due 
to the fact that it sold poorly—the ways in which audiences encountered and understood Lead Belly 
in the 1930s and 1940s have been of interest to numerous authors. On one hand, he struggled to find 
acclaim among Black audiences, perhaps owing to the fact that, in the words of his biographers Kip 
Lornell and Charles Wolfe, “as a blues singer, Huddie probably sounded somewhat old-fashioned in 
1935; his rough, raw ‘country blues’ sound would have been at home in rural Texas in 1925, but not 
with the black factory workers in Chicago a decade later.”131 While his lengthy periods of incarceration 
may have preserved his knowledge of the older repertoire that attracted the Lomaxes’ attention, the 
time he spent in prison also put him out of touch with the rapidly developing community of blues 
musicians on the “outside.” Meanwhile, for white audiences, particularly in the North, Ledbetter’s 
time in prison—compounded by his racial and regional identities—also presented a problem of sorts. 
Alan Lomax describes the combination of confusion and interest Lead Belly created among such 
audiences in the following manner:  
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His first white audiences could not understand a syllable of his broad southern dialect, but he 
set them on fire with sheer power. When he learned to compromise with Northern ways and 
‘bring his words out plain,’ the fire was dimmed a bit, but his folk poems seized the imagination 
of his hearers and he became the central figure of the developing American folk song 
movement. Leadbelly was the performer everyone thought of when they wanted honesty, 
authenticity, and power.132  
Szwed has pointed out just how difficult a task Ledbetter had before him when encountering 
majority white audiences who were unfamiliar with his repertoire. As he puts it, Ledbetter “had to put 
at ease a concert audience and lead them into learning about work gangs and churches, pool halls, and 
dance halls, children’s games and gambler’s strategies.”133 Jennifer Lynn Stoever has taken a more 
pessimistic view of the interaction between Lead Belly and his white audiences, suggesting that, 
although they heard and appreciated Lead Belly’s music, what drew them to it was a broadly construed 
folkloric “inarticulate authenticity.” Stoever argues that this led to “a refusal to hear Lead Belly’s music 
as present-oriented” and that, unlike Black listeners, white listeners “tuned out elements of protest” 
in his music.134 
Although these authors disagree in their interpretation of whether or not “putting at ease” 
Lead Belly’s mostly white listeners was productive for the purposes of dismantling white supremacy 
in the 1930s, 1940s, and beyond, a common theme runs through their commentary: the idea that the 
 
132 Lomax, “Leadbelly’s Songs,” 199. 
133 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 68. 
134 Stoever, The Sonic Color Line, 205. “The inarticulate authenticity many white listeners craved also represents 
a refusal to hear Lead Belly’s music as present-oriented. The listening ear thus buried potential notes of protest, 
hearing Lead Belly’s songs as enchantingly unintelligible and inarticulate. White audiences often lamented the 
passing of the “authentic” black musical culture they heard in Lead Belly’s voice and, through sound recording, 
sought to preserve and revive; Lomax frequently objectified Lead Belly as a “walking archive.” Black press 
coverage, on the other hand, stressed the potentially resistant sonics and contemporary elements of Ledbetter’s 
repertoire, which the Pittsburgh Courier found powerful because his songs “often sound a note of protest of 
sarcasm, of bitterness, or revolt, which is precisely the point of view that the Negro’s sensitive exploiters do 
not wish to hear expressed.” White listeners tuned out elements of protest in the blues along with its “exuberant 
expression of survival and endurance,” while the listening ear attuned itself to folklorists and record producers’ 
marketing of blues as a ‘product of black misery.’” The article Stoever quotes in this excerpt is “The Songs of 
the Negro,” Pittsburgh Courier, 26 September 1936. 
 135 
receptivity of white audiences to Lead Belly’s music relied in part on their comfort. While this was 
true of Lead Belly’s live performances, the idea of audience comfort appears to have also been relevant 
in the way his music, along with that of other incarcerated or formerly incarcerated people was framed 
in the Lomaxes’ songbooks. The songbooks asked audiences not to just attend to this music for an 
hour or two in a public concert setting, but rather to take it in into their homes, to sing it, and to make 
it part of their cultural development. As Sandburg’s letter to Lomax—which was discussed earlier in 
this chapter—shows, this was not an easy task and the chance of white resistance against this project 
loomed large.  
In their American Ballads and Folk Songs and Songs as Sung by Lead Belly, the Lomaxes were still 
establishing their national presence as preservers and popularizers of folklore. While John Lomax’s 
position of authority vis-à-vis folklore was hardly new, the access to informants given to the two 
folklorists through their work with the Library of Congress and the wide reach of their work was 
unprecedented. As such, the way in which they framed their work in these early collections largely 
suggests that they were trying to introduce and accustom their audiences to the material they collected. 
As we saw, making the type of music they published acceptable for readers to know, consume, and 
sing in their homes also necessitated a reconfiguration of the connections between music and morality 
and particularly between the musical production of incarcerated people and morality. As the Lomaxes 
moved forward in their careers—and as Alan became more heavily involved not just in collecting 
material, but in shaping it for audience consumption—their work began to show a more concrete 
theoretical understanding of the interactions their songbooks created between the consumers of their 
work and the music and musicians they recorded. Their 1941 volume Our Singing Country opens with a 
direct reference to the interaction between these two groups: “The function of this book,” the 
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Lomaxes write, “is to let American folk singers have their say with the readers.”135 Through this, as 
well as through the publication of the names of the people who sang the songs featured in the book 
(largely omitted from American Ballads and Folk Songs), the Lomaxes bring into much sharper focus the 
process of interaction between folk singers and their audience. 
This interaction was in large part facilitated by Ruth Crawford Seeger’s detailed and considered 
transcriptions. While Crawford’s musical introduction, as it appears in Our Singing Country, is relatively 
brief, its full version—which was rejected in [year] from the volume for length and remained 
unpublished until 2001—offers a particularly useful theoretical apparatus through which to 
understand the relationship between the audience of Our Singing Country and the singers whose music 
is featured in the book.136 In this introduction, titled “The Music of American Folk Song,” Crawford 
draws a clear distinction between “the singer” (i.e., the performer on the recording she transcribed for 
the book) and “the reader” of Our Singing Country, echoing the Lomaxes’ opening sentence. Her 
description of “the singer,” for the most part accords with what we know of many of the Lomaxes’ 
informants. As she puts it, the singer is someone who “appears to define a music idiom, or idioms, 
characteristic at times of geographic region, at times of social stratification,” does not regard the 
“practice and study” of this idiom in a conscious manner, and is part of an oral tradition of music 
learning.137 Meanwhile, in a section titled “The Reader and the Song,” Crawford describes a person 
she understands to be part of the audience of Our Singing Country: “the reader.” She writes: 
[The reader] will, in all probability, be a city or town dweller. He will be used to reading books, 
and may be able to read music notation more or less well. He may be thoroughly familiar 
with—may in fact, even be a student of—one or more of the idioms employed. Or he may 
scarcely be conscious of their existence. In either case, when he sings these songs there will be 
a tendency to fill in the notations with unconscious approximations of fine-art singing—partly 
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because well-educated Americans have been taught that only fine-art music is “music” or 
“good music,” and partly because he is accustomed to associating music notation only with 
the mannerisms of fine-art music.138 
Although she emphasizes the many differences between the “the singer” and “the reader,” as well as 
the barriers between them (largely imposed by the reader’s enculturation into “fine-art” music), 
Crawford argues that the two could be connected through song and, particularly, through the help of 
musical transcriptions like hers. In a section titled “Music Notation as a Bridge,” she writes: 
Music notations of folk songs serve then, as a bridge between, mainly, two different types of 
singers. Over this bridge a vital heritage of culture can pass, from the rural people who, for 
the most part, have preserved it, to the urban people who have more or less lost it and wish 
to recapture it.139 
In addition to her transcriptions Crawford suggests that the reader, who has the “tendency to fill in 
the notations with unconscious approximations of fine-art singing,” should temper this habit by 
listening to phonograph recordings. As a reference, she offers the recordings featured in Alan Lomax’s 
“List of American Folk Songs on Commercial Recordings,” a document he compiled with the help of 
Bess Hawes Lomax and Pete Seeger in 1940.140 Since, at this time, the vast majority of the recordings 
collected by the Lomaxes were not readily available to the public, the combination between the 
commercial recording on the list and Crawford’s notated versions of the Lomaxes’ field recordings 
was the closest approximation of the original material readers could receive. Crawford envisioned that, 
by listening to these recordings, the reader would undergo a sort of acculturation process. At first, she 
imagines, the reader will likely “overlook,” patronizingly “smile at” or “look down upon” the type of 
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singing in the recordings.141 However, after having listened a few times, the qualities of the music 
might become more evident and the reader “may even discover he likes this music…and may find 
himself singing along with it.” Ultimately, Crawford argues that “through this closer acquaintance with 
American folk singing, [the reader’s] re-creation from notation of similar songs in similar idioms will 
undoubtedly ring truer and “come more natural” than before.142  
What is notable here is that Crawford suggests a process in which the reader connects, through 
the notated song, to the singer and is, in turn, reshaped and improved by this reshaping. The letter 
written by Carl Sandburg to John Lomax, discussed earlier in this chapter, contains/presents some 
similarities—Crawford does seem to believe that singing folk music involves entering a space of 
naiveté and beginnership. Although she, like Sandburg, believes that the reader might initially resist 
becoming a beginner, she does not seem to believe that it should be a deterrent. In fact, she suggests 
to the audience of Our Signing Country an even closer contact with the singers whose music it contains. 
While Sandburg gave his readers the liberty of “making the song their own,” Crawford believed in 
close attention and study of type of singing appropriate for each song. This is, in part, because she 
appears to believe, like the Lomaxes did, in the moral value of the music in Our Signing Country. As she 
puts it, contrary to the belief of many members of the intelligentsia, these songs contain “signs of 
strength rather than of weakness.” Because of this belief, the audience of Our Singing Country, was 
invited not only to sing folk music, and Black folk music in particular, but to sing it as closely as 
possible to the manner in which it was originally performed. That is, they were asked to mimic the 
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original singer and to reshape their singing practice through this mimicking. Crawford’s introduction 
attests both to her own understanding and appreciation of American folk music, as well as to the 
changes in the public’s interactions with folklore between Sandburg’s days and the early 1940s. 
The encounter between the readers of Our Singing Country and its singers as described by 
Crawford was also emphasized by some of the book’s reviewers. Writing for Modern Music, a League 
of Composers publication, Marc Blitzstein argued: 
The Lomaxes and [Ruth Crawford] Seeger have let us in on an alive musical moment, from 
which we ourselves, depending upon our intuition, education, knowledge, and taste, can 
reconstruct the variations and the possibilities. These tunes spring from the page in the same 
way they leapt from the throat.143 
Blitzstein’s review suggests an understanding similar to Crawford’s: that the book offered readers a 
way of directly communing with the singers the Lomaxes recorded. According to this understanding, 
by singing the same music and mimicking their singing style as closely as possible, the readers of Our 
Signing Country could enter the same affective space as the singers and almost communicate directly 
with them. In the concluding section of this chapter, I will consider the details and broader effects—
both for the readers and for the singers—of this communication in the “alive musical moment,” 
particularly when it comes to the songs the Lomaxes collected in prisons. 
Conclusion 
What did it entail for portion the Lomaxes’ audience to enter into what Blitzstein called the “alive 
music moment” with incarcerated singers? I would like to consider what this “alive musical moment” 
might have meant for the incarcerated people the Lomaxes recorded as well as for their audiences. As 
a non-incarcerated, white audience member, I recognize my limits in interpreting the motivations and 
thoughts of the singers. These limits are magnified by the fact that, a few exceptions like Lead Belly 
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aside, the experiences of most of the incarcerated men that sang for the Lomaxes are only recoverable 
through the two folklorists’ interpretations in archival and published materials, as well as through the 
recordings they made. The surviving materials do suggest, however, that the reasons that these men 
agreed to have their voices recorded cannot be neatly summarized. Just like informants in the “free 
world,” each appears to have expressed his own motivation, although it is likely that each of them also 
had unstated, private motivations, which they obscured from the attention of the Lomaxes. 
Coercion by prison officials certainly played a direct role in a number of cases, as ethnographic 
anecdotes featured in the Lomaxes’ writings show. Alan Lomax, for instance, describes a case 
involving a superintendent at Parchman Farm, a trustee, and a prisoner named Joe Baker (alias 
“Seldom Seen”).144 While conversing with the Lomaxes, the superintendent told them of a song that 
he overheard more than a decade prior while supervising a chain gang on the road. Although he 
recalled the content of this ballad, which he described as “a funny song…about a man getting ninety-
nine years for killing his wife,” the superintendent was unwilling to sing it. The Lomaxes were 
unsuccessful in their attempt to convince him to change his mind, but he agreed to find someone who 
could fulfill their request. So, the superintendent “sent a trusty with a shotgun into the dormitory to 
find somebody who knew the song.” Soon, the trusty returned. With him, he brought Joe Baker, “in 
stripes along at the point of his gun” and Joe Baker, despite at first asking for a day or two to remember 
and study this song, was further pressed the superintendent’s command: “Hell, you’re going to sing it 
now.” Baker sang for the Lomaxes. In addition to this recording, his voice likely appears on no less 
than seven recordings in their archive.145  
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The words of other men suggest that they were willing to share their voices because they 
understood themselves as skillful artists whose gifts risked remaining unheard. As John Lomax tells 
it, at the Central State Farm in Sugar Land, TX Mose Platt (alias “Clear Rock”) shouted at other singers 
to get out of his way and shoved them aside so that he could get to the microphone. He described 
himself as the “out-singingest” prisoner at Sugar Land and believed his voice to be worthy of 
recording.146 A similar motivation appears to have moved James Baker (alias “Iron Head”), another 
man whom the Lomaxes first met at Sugar Land in 1933 and who, upon his release in 1935, briefly 
traveled with John Lomax as an assistant on recording trips. In 1939, John Lomax and Ruby Terrill 
Lomax met Baker again, this time at Ramsey State Farm, TX. The field notes from this trip describe 
Baker as initially embarrassed to meet the Lomaxes and shied away from their presence. Despite his 
previous release from prison, he had found himself behind bars again. Eventually, however, the notes 
suggest that may have overcame this initial embarrassment and recorded for the Lomaxes again due 
to the belief in his singing abilities. In Ruby Terrill Lomax’s estimation, he “came forward, either 
drawn by love of music or by ‘pride of profession’, for he had made many beautiful recordings for the 
Lomaxes and after his parole was granted he had traveled with Mr. John Lomax through the South 
on a recording trip.”147 
This latter story about James Baker suggests an additional motivation. Many of the men the 
Lomaxes recorded either hoped they would attain their freedom through music or that, upon release, 
the Lomaxes would be able to help them find employment as musicians. For instance, John Gibson 
(alias “Black Sampson”) was unwilling to sing for the Lomaxes at first. As John Lomax put it, he 
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“would not sing an innocently worded levee camp-song…until ordered to do so by the warden.”148 
He was a member of the church and was reluctant to sing “sinful songs” like the ones sought by the 
Lomaxes. Gibson’s performance appears, however, to not have been solely motivated by the warden’s 
coercion. After begging forgiveness for singing and therefore committing what he perceived to be a 
sin, he turned to John Lomax and explained that he hoped that the recording would bring him 
absolution of a different kind. He wanted the “boys up in Washington” to hear his performance and 
to grant him his freedom. A similar motivation was expressed in 1939 by Columbus Christopher, a 
man whom the Lomaxes met at Ramsey State Farm. In a letter, Christopher explained to John Lomax: 
“I hope I am not taking too much advantage of my opportunity with you….if you will get me out I 
will work for you are any of your peoples till I gets you paid altho I am married.”149 Gibson and 
Christopher appear to envision different ways in which music would secure their freedom. Gibson’s 
statement suggests he believed his performance could move government officials to release him from 
prison, while Christopher relied more directly on the Lomaxes and their connections. Nevertheless, 
both men seem to have believed that recording for the Lomaxes would be beneficial to their prospects 
of freedom. 
As I mentioned at the outset of this section, my ability to access the reasons that these singers 
recorded for the Lomaxes is limited by my positionality as a non-incarcerated person and, particularly, 
as a white woman, as well as by the fact that I am largely encountering their voices in the Lomaxes’ 
writings and the recordings they made. Still, it does appear likely that, for a variety of reasons, some 
of the singers the Lomaxes’ recorded did want to share their music with the public and thus to enter 
into what Blitzstein described as the “alive musical moment” with them. In many cases, the musical 
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interactions of the public with these singers have proven to be productive and their music has been 
used to highlight the injustices they experienced both at the hands of the carceral system and the 
system of white supremacy that created the conditions for their imprisonment in the first place. For 
instance, the song “Berta, Berta” was sung for Alan Lomax on two occasions at Parchman Farm: once 
in 1947 by Hollie Dew and once in 1959 by Leroy Miller. Both Dew and Miller were accompanied by 
groups of unnamed men. In 1987, August Wilson incorporated the song into his 1987 play “The Piano 
Lesson.”150 Wilson appears to have known of Lomax’s work and admired it. Two years earlier, in a 
letter on an unrelated matter, he wrote:  
I would be honored to meet you. In rooting out the ideas and attitudes and tracing the black 
American experience through the blues, particularly rural blues and work songs, I have 
encountered your name and the material you have recorded on numerous occasions and have 
always found your notes insightful and instructive. I am grateful for the work you have done 
in capturing and preserving this part of the black cultural expression.151 
In “The Piano Lesson,” four characters—Boy Willie, Lymon, Wining Boy, and Doaker—perform 
“Berta, Berta” as they recall their imprisonment at Parchman in the 1930s. The song is used as part of 
Wilson’s larger critique of the mistreatment, forced labor, disenfranchisement and white supremacy 
they were subjected to at Parchman, as well as throughout their lives under Jim Crow in the U.S. 
South.  
More recently, in a 2020 interview for the NPR podcast Louder than a Riot, historian Ralph 
Eubanks described his first encounter with the Lomax prison recordings in the following manner: 
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And I’m listening to this stuff and I’m thinking “Oh my god this is…this is the soundtrack of 
my life. I would see that as a child, you know, I would see those men working, and I would 
that off in the distance, driving through the Delta.”152 
Eubanks’ goes on to describe how his encounter with these recordings led him to understand this 
music, and Black incarceration more broadly, as a part of his own history which he had neglected due 
to what he describes as “the very straightlaced way” in which he was raised as “the child of two 
Tuskegeeans,” in an environment where “Black respectability [loomed] large.” As he puts it, “I 
thought, you know when I was nineteen years old, that it had nothing to do with me. And now I 
realize that it has everything to do with me.” Ultimately, this discovery led to write about Parchman’s 
history, but also to involve himself with the prison in the present day by teaching a class there. Eubanks 
describes his assumptions about incarceration prior to his encounter with Parchman: 
The way it’s all designed is that we never have to engage with it [i.e., incarceration]. This is evil. 
You don’t go there. the people who are there must be evil. So, if there are evil people 
there…they belong there. Why does anything need to change? So, there’s a very circular logic 
that keeps all of this, this entire system perpetuated. 
Engaging with incarcerated people—both through the Lomax prison recordings and through his 
present engagement as an educator at Parchman—ultimately made Eubanks question these 
assumptions. In the time since, he has become an activist for the rights of incarcerated people and, 
more recently, an advocate for prison abolition. 
Wilson and Eubanks are only two among the numerous people who have encountered the 
songs of the incarcerated men the Lomaxes recorded and have used them in ways that could help, if 
not the singers the Lomaxes recorded, then at least people who have lived and continue to live in 
conditions similar to theirs. While a full examination of such encounters is beyond the scope of this 
chapter, through these two examples I mean to highlight the ways in which the relationship between 
non-incarcerated people and the incarcerated singers facilitated by Lomax prison recordings has often 
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been a productive site for social critique. This use of the recordings is consistent with some of the 
ways in which Alan Lomax framed his work, particularly in the years after his father’s death. His 
writings from this period show that he wanted the music he and his father recorded to the interests 
of the people who produced it. For example, in a 1950 address titled “Making Folklore Available,” he 
spoke of the moral and ethical nature of the type of music he collected: 
We see that culture produced and consumed in the neighborhood or village situation seems 
to be a very healthy way for culture to grow. Things, cultural material of this kind, seem to 
have vitality and strength, a lasting power, and a staying power, which is equivalent to the very 
greatest of “serious arts” produced by the very greatest artists. We find that in folklore—in 
the folk tales, in the proverbs, in the songs—you get a kind of general ethical tone, a kind of 
rudimentary humanistic approach to life. We find that in folklore—in the folk tales, in the 
proverbs, in the songs—you get a kind of general ethical tone, a kind of rudimentary 
humanistic approach to life. It is not the same from culture to culture of course, but in every 
culture you find a very deep sense of values expressed in folklore and something that deserves 
to have its place in the sun, deserves to have its hearing.153 
Despite this emphasis on the morally salubrious value of this music and on its status as music that 
“deserves to have its hearing,” however, Lomax went on to underline that he did not envision his role 
as a folklorist as merely consisting of introducing the middle-class public to folklore. In his mind:  
If our activity [as folklorists] is solely to enrich a city, urban, middle-class culture, the suspicion 
that some of the folk have of us might actually be justified, that we are folklorists basically 
because we are enriching ourselves, either with prestige or actual money. So, I think, that we 
have to work in behalf of the folk, the people. We have to defend them, to interpret them, to 
interpret to them what is going on in the world which they do not make, but which begins to 
move in upon them and to crush their culture.154  
This statement suggests that Lomax did understand his work as a bridge between members of “a city, 
urban, middle-class culture,” and “the folk” or “the people,” but also that he thought that collecting, 
preserving, and publishing folk music could be beneficial, not just for the middle-class, but mainly for 
the people and communities he recorded. Still, when it comes to the prison recordings, the fact that 
 
153 Alan Lomax, “Making Folklore Available,” in Stith Thompson, ed., Four Symposia on Folklore: Held at 
Midcentury International Folklore Conference. Indiana University, July 21-August 4, 1950 (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1953, 155–162). 
154 Lomax, “Making Folklore Available,” 118. 
 146 
the singers who produced them were incarcerated and that their music, at first, reached a largely white, 
non-incarcerated, middle-class public placed limitations on this project that were, in many ways, out 
of Lomax’s control. 
The seclusion and secrecy of the carceral system and the resultant assumptions the public 
holds about incarcerated people largely impede the channels of communication between prisoners 
and non-incarcerated people. These limitations, frequently addressed in the work of anti-incarceration 
advocates and incarcerated people, are described in a 1994 essay titled “Behind the Mirror’s Face” by 
Paul St. John, an author incarcerated at the Eastern New York Correctional Facility. The essay is, 
paradoxically, a denouncement of the idea of “prison writing” and a statement on the impossibility of 
honest communication between incarcerated people and the nonincarcerated public. Partway through 
the essay, he enters into a meditation on the purposes of prison writing. This meditation takes the 
form of a letter to someone he describes as “Mother Nature, an artist who came into the prison to 
‘find flowers where others saw only weeds.’” To her, St. John writes: 
Dear Mother Nature, 
. . . I think you are a unique spirit for daring to tap into the voices of this miserably dark place. 
However, I regret to say that you are on the wrong track if your intentions are to use this so-
called Prison Writing Experience as a means for reform, simply because prisoners, although 
they understand what is wrong with the system better than any criminologist, judge, cop, or 
outsider, have the credibility of elves. In this sense prison writing’s dead wood.  
The only other way to look at prison writing is as a way of expression. And, frankly, who wants 
to hear about loneliness, hopelessness, despair, loss of autonomy, harassment, contempt, or 
civil death, except to feel real good that things aren’t as bad out in the world? Please don’t 
think that I will allow myself to be used as consolation for a civilian audience.155  
The situation that St. Paul is describing here differs in some ways from that of the men the Lomaxes 
recorded, as he is writing about official initiatives undertaken or approved by prison wardens under 
the pretense of reform and restorative justice. At the same time, his writing expresses the many barriers 
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incarcerated people face if they want to be truly heard from behind prison walls. While St. John does 
see some benefits in describing the faults of the carceral system through writing he emphasizes the 
fact that statements by prisoners are not taken seriously. They “have the credibility of elves.” Crucially, 
in the second paragraph of the letter, St. John also describes a key barrier to communication between 
incarcerated people and non-incarcerated audiences. He calls out the idea of his work being “used as 
consolation for a civilian audience” who wants “to feel real good that things aren’t as bad out in the 
world.” Through this, St. John’s essay echoes what Saidiya Hartman has described as “the 
precariousness of empathy.”156 In Scenes of Subjection, she provides a compelling way of understanding 
the type of relationship created when individuals attempt to sympathize with those who are oppressed 
in a manner that they are not. She analyzes a passage from a letter by the white abolitionist John 
Rankin in which he describes witnessing the procession of a coffle. After expressing horror at the 
scene, Rankin explains that part of this horror was derived by his “flighty imagination,” which caused 
him to sympathize with the enslaved by imagining himself and his family to be in their position. In 
Hartman’s reading, this process of imagining oneself to be in the position of the oppressed 
complicates the act of sympathy. As she puts it, “although Rankin’s fantasy culminates in indignant 
outcries against the institution of slavery…this flight of imagination and slipping into the captive’s 
body unlatches a Pandora’s box and, surprisingly, what comes to the fore is the difficulty and 
slipperiness of empathy…[In] making the slave’s suffering his own, Rankin begins to feel for himself 
rather than those whom this exercise in imagination presumably is designed to reach.”157 To Hartman, 
this passage serves to highlight “the precariousness of empathy and the thin line between witness and 
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spectator.”158 St. John and Hartman understand the limits of empathy in slightly different ways. To St. 
John the issue is that readers might derive relief from the fact that their situation is not as dire as that 
of an incarcerated person, while in Hartman’s reading the crux of the problem is that the spectator 
risks displacing those with whom they are trying to empathize. Still, both authors suggest the tendency 
of attempts at empathy to center the empathizers. 
The idea of using prisoners as “consolation for a civilian audience,” expressed in St. John’s 
essay, has also been addressed in a recent article by the sociologist Anoop Mirpuri who has considered 
the relationship between incarcerated and non-incarcerated people through the lens of what he calls 
“the correction-extraction complex.”159 As Mirpuri describes it, the correction-extraction complex 
describes a set of conditions and relationships that allow non-incarcerated individuals “relate to and 
experience ‘the prison’ simultaneously as a source of value, humanization, and security.”160 The 
concept is perhaps most clearly elucidated in the opening anecdote of the article in which Mirpuri 
writes of attending a prison education training for university faculty. Mirpuri and his colleagues spent 
a day at a carceral institution, during which they received training on various aspects of prison 
education from incarcerated men. Upon their return to the university, they attended a seminar in 
which they discussed the impressions they took away from this daylong training. The central question 
posed was “What did we learn?” Mirpuri summarizes the main takeaways from this discussion, as well 
as his troubled reaction: 
Among the things learned, there was an emphasis on the humanity of the incarcerated, the 
good fortune enjoyed by us on the outside, and what the prisoners were able to teach us. The 
room became flush with pathos; its exhibition appeared to endow us with virtue. As I thought 
about it more, it seemed that even as we claimed our opposition to the prison, there was an 
unacknowledged material force determining that opposition and demanding its expression in 
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sentimental form. If so, it was certainly naive to think we were entering into prison education 
from a position of exteriority. More troubling, though, was the possibility that we were active 
participants in a process through which value is extracted from the prison and the communities 
of people that it depends upon for raw material.161 
Mirpuri echoes some of St. John’s ideas, i.e., that the encounters of the non-incarcerated with the 
carceral system often center around “the good fortune enjoyed…on the outside.” He also highlights 
another important idea: that even those of us who “[claim] our opposition to the prison” are being 
motivated by “was an unacknowledged material force” that motivates us to derive some sort of value 
from the prison and to “endow [ourselves] with virtue” through it. 
St. John’s suggestion that his work might be “used as consolation for a civilian audience,” 
Hartman’s understanding of “the precariousness of empathy and the thin line between witness and 
spectator,” and Mirpuri’s positioning of the non-incarcerated as “active participants in a process 
through which value is extracted from the prison and the communities of people that it depends upon 
for raw material” suggest some of the limits present in the public’s encounters with the cultural 
production of incarcerated people.  
These limits also apply to interactions between the music of the incarcerated individuals in the 
Lomaxes’ collection and their largely white non-incarcerated audience members. As demonstrated in 
this chapter, during the 1930s and 1940s prison music was largely reframed in songbooks from 
evidence of pathological thinking to something that was culturally and morally enriching for the public. 
This reframing created a situation in which audience members could sympathize with incarcerated 
people, could derive humanization from the prison, and, in many ways, could use prison songs to 
form and reform themselves in a manner that was not granted to the incarcerated people whose music 
this was. Although this was not necessarily the intended purpose of the Lomaxes’ work in prisons, the 
interactions between their audiences and the prison were structured not only by them and by the 
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singers they recorded but also by the carceral system and their audiences’ broader understandings of 
incarceration. 
My goal in reading the Lomaxes’ books through the theoretical lenses presented in this final 
section is not necessarily to bring forth a critique of their creators or of their readers. Rather, it is to 
reflect on the ways in which the experience of audiences—particularly of white, non-incarcerated 
people, myself included—have been and continue to be shaped by our position in relation to the 
carceral system. Over the years, the songs collected by the Lomaxes in prisons have reached audiences 
through numerous songbooks and, later, commercial recordings. They have become important 
documents of the musical and cultural heritage of the United States. The men that the Lomaxes met 
and recorded produced music that is skillful, harrowing, provocative and often defiant in the face of 
hardship. Precisely for these reasons, it is important for us to consider the specific narratives through 
which this music has been presented and continues to be presented, as well as the relationships it 
creates between those of us who are not incarcerated, the incarcerated men on the recordings, and the 
prison system as a whole.
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CHAPTER 3 
Prison Music as U.S. Heritage: 
Building the Nation at Home and Abroad through the Sounds of Captivity 
On December 20, 1940 the voices of Black incarcerated men sounded in Coolidge Auditorium at the 
Library of Congress. The men themselves were not present. Instead, recordings of songs they had 
performed for the Lomaxes in the years prior—“Pauline,” “Old Hannah,” “I Asked my Captain What 
Time o’ Day,” “Ain’t No More Cane on the Brazos,” and “Rosie”—were played at a concert titled 
“75 Years of Freedom,” part of a larger Library of Congress celebration organized in commemoration 
of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the thirteenth amendment to the U.S. Constitution.1 
The following year, two other songs by incarcerated people—“It Makes a Long-Time Man 
Feel Bad,” performed by an unnamed group of men at Cummins State Farm in Arkansas and “O Lord 
Don’t ’low Me to Beat ’em,” by Willie Williams at the State Penitentiary in Richmond, Virginia—
appeared on a four-track album of recordings from the Archive of American Folk Song.2 Both of 
these songs, as well as the rest of the tracks on the album, were recorded by the Lomaxes. The album, 
produced by the Friends of Music in the Library of Congress, was part of a venture by the Archive of 
American Folk Song to make its collection available to a wider public. In this case, one of the primary 
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intentions was for the album to be distributed to libraries across Latin America as part of the ongoing 
effort of the U.S. government to secure political and cultural ties across the Americas.3 
These two occasions—the 1940 concert and the 1941 album release—are part of a long chain 
of events that secured the position of the Lomax prison recordings as symbols of the cultural heritage 
and identity of the United States. It is hardly coincidental that they both occurred in close succession 
in the early 1940s. By that point, the Lomaxes had established their reputation on the national stage 
as authorities on folk music in general and Black folk song in particular through more than seven years 
of collaborative song collecting, the success of American Ballads and Folk Songs, their well-known 
collaboration with Huddie Ledbetter, and Alan’s experience as the Assistant in Charge at the Archive 
of American Folk Song. On a broader level, the cultural initiatives of the New Deal had also helped 
position folk music of the type the Lomaxes collected as a vehicle for the expression of a national 
identity that was both pluralist and distinctively “American.” As the threat of the Axis powers grew 
stronger in the early 1940s, efforts to express this specific brand of “Americanness” both at home and 
abroad received even greater attention than before from U.S. government institutions. On occasion, 
these efforts drew on the stature folk music and, in particular, the Lomaxes’ work had begun to acquire 
by the early 1940s. 
In this chapter I investigate what the 1940 concert and the 1941 album meant for the role the 
Lomax prison recordings played in official, government-sanctioned expressions of U.S. identity in the 
years surrounding the Second World War. Both the concert and the release of the album occurred 
under the auspices of a governmental institution: The Library of Congress. They therefore allow us to 
glean important information about the ways in which such governmental institutions understood and 
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employed the Lomax recordings during this period and to understand how these recordings came to 
serve as important documents of the cultural and musical heritage of the United States. At the same 
time, both undertakings involved multiple individual actors and were produced with support from 
various non-governmental institutions and organizations. As such, I do not mean to imply there was 
unanimous agreement among these individual and institutional actors about the cultural, social, or 
political goals of either the concert or the album. Rather, I seek to place these two undertakings in the 
context of the U.S. government’s broader cultural initiatives during this period and to consider the 
ways in which the use of prison recordings in the album and the concert both resonated with and 
unsettled the goals of such initiatives. Before examining the two events in more detail, let us therefore 
acquaint ourselves with some of these goals more closely. 
U.S. Cultural Initiatives in the First Part of the Twentieth Century 
While the idea that the United States did not have a unique culture was current prior to the twentieth 
century, in the Progressive and Depression Eras cultural and political leaders in the United States 
increasingly came to acknowledge the country’s distinct, yet pluralist identity. A few possible reasons 
for this newfound focus on pluralism have been suggested by historian George Frederickson, among 
others. In an essay titled “Models of American Ethnic Relations: A Historical Perspective” 
Frederickson argues that “[the pluralist] model for American ethnic relations is a twentieth-century 
invention that would have been virtually inconceivable at an earlier time” since, in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, “humankind was seen as evolving from a state of ‘savagery’ to ‘barbarism’ to 
‘civilization’.”4 That is, the notion that different cultures and peoples existed on an evolutionary 
spectrum in which white, Germanic and Anglo-Saxon cultures were positioned as the most “evolved” 
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was the official dictum of much of the scholarly work produced in the human and social sciences. 
Uncoincidentally, these fields were populated mostly by white scholars of Germanic or Anglo-Saxon 
descent. In the early twentieth century, however the work of Franz Boas and his close associates in 
cultural anthropology helped popularize the idea of cultural relativism.5  
At the same time, the work of scholars and artists who were immigrants to the United States, 
as well as of Black American thinkers who had moved North during the Great Migration, began to 
garner greater attention.6 As a result, the notion that different cultures had their own unique 
contributions to U.S. society gained traction. Fredrickson argues that even in this period, cultural 
pluralism remained “a minority persuasion,” due to the fact that “it was mainly the viewpoint of ethnic 
intellectuals.” 7 This statement is, in many ways, true. The idea that people of all races, ethnicities, and 
cultures were equal in stature—or, in the U.S. context, that they were equally “American”—was 
certainly not official policy during the Progressive and Depression Eras, the Second World War, or 
the years that followed. These were years during which Black Americans continued to suffer many 
forms of racial violence, lynching included, across the United States, Japanese Americans were 
incarcerated in internment camps and deemed “disloyal,” antisemitism was rampant, and immigrants 
from many countries were obligated to “Americanize” themselves and assimilate as quickly as 
possible.8 These are only a few among the many examples of ethnic and racial violence that were either 
sanctioned by the U.S. government or towards which the state turned a blind eye during this period.  
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At the same time, however, in the Progressive Era and increasingly throughout the late 1930s 
and early 1940s, the U.S. government frequently used public expressions of ethnic and racial diversity 
to depict the nation as united in its pluralism. In the years leading up to the Second World War, and 
certainly after its outset, the nation’s official focus on pluralism increased. The degree to which 
pluralism conflicted with the ideals of national unity, however, also became more palpable than ever. 
In the words of historian John Morton Blum, “World War II posed a special test of the ability of 
American culture to accommodate to its inherent pluralism.”9 On one hand, the United States had to 
position itself in contrast to Nazi Germany and the rest of the Axis powers and was thus compelled 
to oppose official racist policies. On the other hand, the fear of ethnic and racial “others” who might 
be “disloyal” to the United States remained higher than ever. Still, the fact remained that, as historian 
Lawrence R. Samuel has argued, “because World War II was fought on the premise of protecting the 
inalienable rights of individual freedom and liberty, exceptions of race or ethnicity became increasingly 
difficult to defend.”10 While excluding many from the category of full citizenship, limiting their rights, 
and, often, endangering their lives and wellbeing on the basis of racial and ethnic identity, the U.S. 
government frequently highlighted the country’s pluralist identity for the purposes of national unity. 
Even before the United States officially entered the Second World War, the threat of Nazism 
meant the country had to, at least partially, position itself as opposed to anti-Semitism and racism. 
Thus, while white supremacist policies and actions continued to be the standard in the United States 
in the years leading up to the Second World War and the increased fear of cultural and ethnic “others” 
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was amplified, the official line of the U.S. government remained that all Americans were united in 
their efforts against Nazism. As Barbara Savage argues in Broadcasting Freedom: Radio, War, and the Politics 
of Race, even in the mid- to late 1930s “the possibility that the war in Europe would soon command 
American participation fueled anxieties about national cohesiveness that had heightened during a 
decade of economic depression [and] increased fears of domestic demands and disturbances by 
immigrants, workers, and African Americans led federal officials to conclude that it was politically 
necessary to continue to foster a broader notion of acceptance and inclusiveness for the sake of 
national unity.”11 It is this period that saw the launch of radio programs like Americans All, Immigrants 
All—a twenty-six part series about the cultural contributions of various ethnic and racial groups in 
the United States which aired on CBS in 1939 and was sponsored by the WPA and the Department 
of the Interior Office of Education.12 The goal of such programs, Savage argues, was “to create a state-
sanctioned narrative of American history that made immigrants, African Americans, and Jews 
visible.”13 Other contemporaneous radio programs evinced similar understandings of 
multiculturalism. Among them was the program Hawaii Calls, which launched in 1935 and continued 
airing into the 1970s. As Kevin Fellezs has put it, the program “was used to promote Hawai‘i as a 
multicultural paradise of American-style democracy.”14 Hawaii Calls was funded by the territorial 
legislature and distributed by the Hawaii Tourist Bureau (HTB). The HTB was an organization that 
grew out of the Hawaii Bureau of Information which, in the words of Christine Skwiot “was 
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established and run by haole divided over annexation but united in the determination to secure white 
dominion in Hawai‘i.”15 The multicultural image presented by  Hawaii Calls was therefore carefully 
constructed by the producers of the show in order to appeal to audiences in the continental United 
States, to encourage travel to Hawai‘i, and to work towards its eventual statehood. Hawaii Calls was 
also distributed internationally with the goal of forging political and cultural bonds with other 
countries.16 A similar emphasis on multiculturalism in radio programs in the late 1930s and early 1940s 
can also be heard in a string of episodes produced by Alan Lomax for CBS’s The American School of the 
Air and his series “Back where I Came From,” which also appeared on CBS. 
While one of the main goals of such ventures was certainly to present the public as a whole 
with a pluralist yet united image of the country, a closely related aim was to speak directly to members 
of the specific ethnic and racial communities whose contributions were being celebrated in order to 
ensure their active participation in the war effort. As Lauren Rebecca Sklaroff shows in her book Black 
Culture and the New Deal, the concern that Black Americans would be reluctant to enlist in the war or 
otherwise support the war effort, due to the disenfranchisement and racial violence they experienced 
at home, occupied the minds of many government officials. As a result, the government “pronounced 
media-based programs the solution to the ‘Negro problem’—a means of securing black support when 
they perceived the possibility of African American dissent.”17 
Officials did not seek to make allies only out of members of the nation’s population, however. 
A central concern for the U.S. government during the period leading up to and during the Second 
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World War was the development of diplomatic partnerships abroad. In the 1930s and 1940s, the 
United States’ main focus in that regard was on securing ties with other countries in North, Central, 
and South America. As early as 1933, in his inaugural address, President Roosevelt announced what 
was referred to the “good neighbor policy.” An unofficial pact of non-aggression and non-
intervention, the “good neighbor policy” was largely motivated by worries about European 
interference across the Americas and the desire of the U.S. government to secure the support of Latin 
American countries for any possible war effort.18 As is often the case with diplomatic relations, the 
“good neighbor policy” played itself out, in no small part, through efforts in cultural diplomacy. For 
instance, on December 23, 1936, the Convention for the Promotion of Inter-American Cultural 
Relations was signed in Buenos Aries.19 Ratified by twenty-one nations across North, Central, and 
South America, the Convention consisted of an agreement that, on an annual basis, each country 
would host two students or professors from another country for the purposes of study and research.20 
The purpose, the treaty states, was to create “greater mutual knowledge and understanding of the 
people and institutions of the countries represented and a more consistent educational solidarity on 
the American continent” through “the encouragement of a closer relationship between unofficial 
organizations which exert an influence on the formation of public opinion.”21 The convention was 
only one example among the numerous undertakings in the field of inter-American cultural exchange 
during this period. In the years that followed, the U.S. government would establish two organizations 
 
18 Bryce Wood, The Making of the Good Neighbor Policy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1961). 
19 “Convention for the Promotion of Inter-American Cultural Relations,” signed at Buenos Aires, Dec. 23, 
1936 (Treaty Series 928; 51 Stat. 178). 
20 The signatories were Argentina, Paraguay, Honduras, Costa Rica, Venezuela, Peru, Nicaragua, the Dominican 
Republic, Colombia, Panama, the United States of America, El Salvador, Mexico, Brazil, Uruguay, Guatemala, 
Chile, Ecuador, Bolivia, Haiti, and Cuba. 
21 “Convention for the Promotion of Inter-American Cultural Relations,” 372. 
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with the specific goal of advancing the goals of cultural diplomacy described above. In 1938, the 
Department of State opened its Division of Cultural Relations of the State Department. In 1940, the 
Cultural Relations Division of the Office of Inter-American Affairs was established. As we will see 
later in the chapter, music, alongside the other arts, was a central part of the endeavors of such 
organizations, as well as of diplomatic efforts during this period more broadly.22 
Before we more closely examine the 1940 concert and the 1941 album in the context of the 
cultural initiatives discussed thus far, we must also consider the role of another group in the political 
and social landscape of this period: incarcerated people. The Lomax prison recordings were used in 
both the concert and the album because they were important documents of Black cultural expression 
in particular and of U.S. culture more broadly and therefore aligned with some of the cultural initiative 
goals described above. At the same time, the use of prison music in these two ventures can also be 
understood as part of a larger range of practices in the years leading up to and during the Second 
World War that specifically sought to portray prisoners as active contributors to the war effort. As 
George A. H. Roeder has pointed out in The Censored War: American Visual Experience During World War 
Two, during the war “unknown to the public, the OWI [write out what it stands for]…worked 
vigorously to get prisoners involved in war projects and then to secure press coverage of this evidence 
that war-mindedness had spread even among some of the society’s most alienated members.”23  
While it is certain that, just as outside of prison, there were people in carceral institutions who 
genuinely believed in the war effort and wanted to contribute to it, it was also in the interest of the 
 
22 Jennifer Campbell, “Shaping Solidarity: Music, Diplomacy, and Inter-American Relations, 1936–1946” (PhD 
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23 George H. Roeder, The Censored War American Visual Experience During World War Two (New Haven: Yale 
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U.S. government to showcase the integration of incarcerated people into the national landscape. As a 
result, expressions of patriotism and support for the war abounded in official representations of 
prisoners during this period. For instance, on May 4, 1942, Life magazine featured a story about the 
Ohio State Penitentiary about “well-behaved convicts” who were undergoing specialized training with 
the hopes of being able to enlist in the military. Those participating in the training were, according to 
the author, hoping to be released on early parole after having served in the war. The article also draws 
attention to the participation of those who could not enlist: “There are plenty of patriotic prisoners in 
Ohio State Pen,” the author reported, “to date they have purchased $11,000 in war bonds and $3,000 
in stamps.”24 On the next page of the same issue, readers could learn about another use of a carceral 
space for military purposes in an article about California’s Terminal Island Prison where U.S. Navy 
Recruits were stationed and awaiting to be deployed.25 Although the focus of the article is not on 
incarcerated people, it still served to emphasize the importance of the carceral system to the war effort.  
The focus on patriotism and war-mindedness pervaded not only media representations of 
incarceration, but also official events inside many prisons. For instance, as historian Ethan Blue details 
in his book Doing Time in the Depression, the annual Track and Field Day at San Quentin Prison in 
California had, since its inception in 1913, been a tool for prisoner reform and re-education through 
sportsmanship.26 The event included a parade which was, in the early years, merely a small opening 
procession introducing the athletes. However, as Blue tells it, “by the war years, the Field Day’s parade 
was a venue for inmates’ attempt at national inclusion, based in nationalist opposition to foreign and 
racial others. The parade was replete with floats advertising for war bonds, ridiculing the Nazis, and 
 
24 “Ohio State Penitentiary Prisoners Form Training Legion to Fight for U.S.,” Life Magazine (May 4, 1942), 32. 
25 “Terminal Island Prison Is Now Receiving Station for U.S. Navy Recruits,” Life Magazine (May 4, 1942), 33. 
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making a racial attack against the Japanese.”27 A similar, albeit less racially motivated and exclusionary, 
“patriotic” character appears to have also manifested itself at other official events at the prison. For 
instance, a program for an Easter Concert on March 31, 1940 at San Quentin reads: “In this country 
of ours, Liberty still reigns. Her symbol, inspiring and beautiful, rises majestically against the crowded 
skyline which greets the newcomer to our shores.”28 The irony of hosting a freedom-themed concert 
at a prison was compounded by the fact that San Quentin incarcerated many foreign-born people at 
the time.29 It appears that what greeted the newcomer to California’s shores was not Lady Liberty, but 
rather San Quentin. Nevertheless, the rhetoric of freedom and unity suggests, like the rest of the 
examples above, the importance that was placed on the inclusion of incarcerated people in the war 
effort. While these efforts of inclusion, for the most part, took place after the United States entered 
the war, as the concert program above shows, the stage for these efforts was set in the years prior. 
A closer exploration of the 1940 concert and the 1941 album helps to contextualize the use 
of the Lomax prison recordings for these two ventures in the broader landscape of the government’s 
cultural initiatives during this period and to highlight the ways in which this context allowed the music 
of incarcerated people to paradoxically appear in ventures that celebrated freedom and unity. While 
in both cases some of the injustice, violence, and hardship that the men who sang on the recordings 
experienced while being incarcerated was addressed, the broader purposes of both the concert and 
the album somewhat smoothed over the contradictions between incarceration and freedom suggested 
by the inclusion of prison music in them. My examination of these two cases thus elucidates the role 
that incarceration played and continues to play in shaping the national identity of the United States. 
 
27 Blue, Doing Time in the Depression, 170. 
28 Program for “American Easter Concert,” March 31, 1940, box 127, folder 7, Henry Cowell Papers, JPB 00-03, 
Music Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 
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Prison Songs in an Emancipation Celebration 
As noted at the outset of the chapter, the concert that took place on December 20, 1940 in the 
Coolidge Auditorium at the Library of Congress, was part of a much larger series of celebrations at 
the Library in honor of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the thirteenth amendment to the United States 
Constitution.30 The celebrations consisted of three separate events, each of which was curated to 
highlight the contributions of Black Americans to the culture of the United States. The occasion was 
particularly important and momentous as it took place slightly over three miles away from Constitution 
Hall—the space in which the Daughters of the American Revolution had denied Marian Anderson 
the opportunity to perform only a year prior on account of their “whites only” policy.31  
The organizing and curation of all three parts of the seventy-fifth anniversary celebration fell 
under the purview of some of the leading Black American intellectuals of the day, although a few non-
Black allies were involved as well. The Exhibit of Graphic Arts, organized by Holger Cahill and Alain 
Locke, featured oil paintings, watercolors, prints, and drawings, most of them from contemporary 
Black artists who were affiliated with the WPA.32 The Exhibit of Books, Manuscripts, Broadsides, 
Music, Portraits and other Illustrative Materials was organized by Sterling Brown, Dorothy Porter, 
Henry Slaughter, L. D. Reddick, John P. Davis, and Carter Woodson.33 It presented viewers with both 
Black- and white-authored documents on the anti-slavery movement, biographies and autobiographies 
 
30 The full details about this event are listed in the commemorative booklet “75 Years of Freedom.” 
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commemorative booklet: “The inclusion of children’s work should receive the endorsement of all, as it clearly 
proves the great value of governmental subsidies in this field and the need for expanding such subsidies as a 
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of notable Black Americans, plays, educations treatises, poetry, fictional works, and histories.34 It also 
included documents that demonstrated the war participation of Black soldiers over the years, postage 
stamps, religious works, scientific works, speeches by members of congress, and works on sports. The 
exhibit’s musical section featured examples of books and sheet music related to the musical production 
of Black Americans.35 The definition of this section was broadly construed: it included prints of white-
authored minstrel songs, musical responses by composers of many races to the Emancipation 
Proclamation and the thirteenth amendment, Jubilee songs, spirituals, as well as a variety of 
instrumental works. Some of these works were by Black composers while others, written by white 
composers, were either dedicated to Black performers or drew their musical material from Black 
idioms. 
The Festival of Music—organized by Harry T. Burleigh, Lulu Childers, Alain Locke, R. 
Nathaniel Dett, and William Grant Still—also evinced an expansive understanding of the influence 
and contributions of Black music.36 The festival consisted of four concerts on the four consecutive 
nights between December 18 and 20. The first and last night each featured a Black singer: the soprano 
Dorothy Maynor and the tenor Roland Hayes, respectively.37 Maynor performed a program of music 
by the white composers G. F. Handel and Robert Schumann, alongside works by Black composers R. 
Nathaniel Dett and Samuel Coleridge-Taylor and concluded the evening with spirituals in 
arrangements by William Lawrence, Ernest Hays, and R. Nathaniel Dett. Hayes sang a similarly varied 
program. In the first half, he performed music by Claudio Monteverdi, J. S. Bach, and Robert 
 
34 “75 Years of Freedom,” 44–108.  
35 “75 Years of Freedom,” 73–78. 
36. The concerts series was funded by Gertrude Clarke Whittall. See “75 Years of Freedom,” vi. 
37 Maynor was accompanied by the pianist Árpád Sándor, while Hayes’s accompanist was Reginald Boardman. 
See “75 Years of Freedom,” 1–2, 5–6. 
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Schumann, and in the second half, he sang a series of Black folk songs from the United States and 
Brazil in arrangements by Heitor Villa-Lobos, Camille Nickerson and Percival Parham. He concluded 
the evening with spirituals in his own arrangements. The second night of the festival featured the all-
white Budapest String Quartet performing music by the Chevalier de Saint-Georges and Samuel 
Coleridge-Taylor, followed by Antonin Dvor ̌ák’s String Quartet No. 12 in F Major, a piece with 
longstanding associations to Black folk music.38 All the composers featured in the festival—aside from 
Camille Nickerson who arranged one of the folk songs Hayes sang at his performance—were male. 
Meanwhile, Maynor was the only female performer. This suggests that, while broadly construed in 
other aspects, the festival’s conception of Black music was largely masculine-focused. 
The concert on December 20 fell on the festival’s third night and was titled “A Program of 
Negro Folk Song with Commentary.”39 The evening featured performances by Josh White and the 
Golden Gate Quartet—Willie Johnson, Clyde Riddick, Henry Owens, and Orlandus Wilson—as well 
as musical recordings from the Archive of American Folk Song.40 Extensive commentary was woven 
throughout these performances and musical demonstrations. Alain Locke, Sterling Brown, and Alan 
Lomax delivered lectures on spirituals, blues and ballads, and reels and works songs, respectively.  
 Before launching into the heart of his lecture on spirituals, Locke offered the audience the 
following justification for concert’s focus on folk music: 
Nothing so subtly or so characteristically expresses a people’s group character as its folk music. 
And so we turn to that music to discover if we can grasp the essence of what is Negro or, if 
we cannot do that, at least to try to sample the best of the Negro’s racial experience. 
 
 
38 “75 Years of Freedom,” 3. The members of the Budapest String Quartet featured in this performance were 
Josef Roismann, Alexander Schneider, Boris Kroyt, and Mischa Schneider. They were joined by the clarinettist 
Gustave Langenus for the performance of Coleridge-Taylor’s Quintet in F sharp minor, for clarinet and string 
quartet, op. 10. 
39 “75 Years of Freedom,” 4. 
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It is fitting, too, from the musical point of view, that we turn to folk songs and render them 
their just due as a prime source of our musical and spiritual heritage.41 
Given how unusual it was to have an event of this type in a venue like the Coolidge Auditorium, 
Locke’s remarks were likely necessary in order to get the audience on board with the broader message 
of the concert. On one hand, the presentation of folk music in and of itself was not entirely outside 
what the audience would have been used to. The other three concerts in the festival did gesture towards 
folklore in their inclusion of spirituals and folk song arrangements, as well as works inspired by folk 
music like Dvor ̌ák’s quartet. On the other hand, however, this particular event was unusual in its 
exclusive focus on folklore and specifically in its use of field recordings. The participation of the 
Golden Gate Quartet and Josh White, Black performers who were not classical musicians, was also 
uncommon for the concert’s setting. Years later, in an interview with Ralph Rinzler, Alan Lomax 
described the evening as “an enormous break with every tradition.”42 In his characteristically effusive 
tone, he also spoke about the audience’s reaction to the concert’s opening: 
It was an invitation only affair, the house was absolutely packed and…when the doors swung 
open…[where] usually some famous string quartet [would appear] … and the Golden Gate 
Quartet pranced through in their long-tailed vest coats, the audience just gasped.43 
The audience shock that Lomax perceived when the Golden Gate Quartet appeared on stage suggests 
that there was a non-negligible number of attendees who might have been unprepared for what the 
evening had to offer. I have not been able to locate archival documentation that lists the invitees to 
this concert but it is probable, given the organizers involved in the rest of the festival, that the audience 
would have been integrated. While it seems unlikely to me that Black audience members would have 
gasped at the sight of the suit-clad Golden Gate Quartet, as we saw earlier in this dissertation some 
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42 Quoted in Elijah Wald, Josh White: Society Blues (New York: Routledge, 2013), 69. 
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members of the Black intelligentsia still remained sceptical about the dissemination of the type of 
secular folklore that would be featured in the latter part of the evening. Meanwhile, for many white 
members of the audience, as Lomax’s reminiscences suggest, this would be the first encounter with at 
least some of the material on which the evening focused. 
Being that this was “an invitation only affair” Locke, Brown, and Lomax were certainly aware 
of the type of audience they would encounter in the Coolidge Auditorium and their speeches show 
evidence that they carefully tailored their remarks in light of this knowledge. Each of the three 
segments suggests an attempt to create a sense of comfort for the audience by carefully introducing 
and contextualizing the importance of the musical material they were about to hear. At the same time, 
the three speakers also confronted audience members, particularly white ones, with the realities of 
Black life both under enslavement and in the postbellum period. On a number of occasions, the 
speakers also clearly gestured to the many mischaracterizations of Black life that resulted when white 
audiences, such as the ones present at the concert, consumed Black music. This balance between 
comfort and confrontation pervaded the evening. 
Of the three speakers, Locke had perhaps the most straightforward task when it came to 
convincing the audience of the import of the material on which he spoke. By 1940 spirituals had long 
been accepted—at least by the type of audience member that would have been invited to an event of 
this type—as an important part of the musical heritage of Black Americans. Locke’s commentary, in 
part, confirmed what the bulk of the audience might have already known about this genre. He 
described spirituals as part of “our racial past” and “the taproot of our folk music,” and “the soil of 
folk experience which gives the special taste and tang, the form and flavor to what we are proud to 
claim as typically Negro in art and poetry and music.”44 While much of his lecture positioned spirituals 
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as an example of Black American heritage, he also pointed out the genre’s broader contributions to 
American music and, in some ways, even beckoned white audience members, alongside Black ones, 
to understand spirituals not solely as Black American music, but also as part of the heritage of their 
country more generally. “The spirituals,” he argued “are not merely slave songs or even Negro folk 
songs…As unique spiritual products of American life, they have become nationally, as well as racially, 
characteristic…In that sense, they belong to a common heritage and, with proper appreciation and 
use, become a part of the cultural ‘tie that binds.’”45 
All while suggesting that proper appreciation of spirituals could create a sense of unity and 
even allyship between Black and white music lovers, Locke did not shy away from highlighting for his 
listeners that spirituals were not merely beautiful music or music produced by a suffering that was now 
long gone. In what I read as a comment on white curiosity about “authentic” renditions of Black 
music more broadly and spirituals specifically, Locke stated: “We shall never again hear the spirituals 
in their original fervor and intensity. Since slavery was their historic setting, we gladly dispense with 
that.”46 This remark on the links between folkloric authenticity and human anguish is especially 
interesting, given the prison recordings—“authentic” musical expressions of ongoing suffering under 
conditions that where not wholly unlike those of enslavement—that the audience would soon hear in 
the last part of the concert. Although little in Locke’s speech suggests that he was trying to consciously 
make a link of this type, his remark sheds light on the ways in which the inclusion of prison recordings 
troubled its focus on Black freedom and progress. 
While not alluding to the prison recordings directly, portions of Locke’s speech also troubled 
the idea that the period between the passing of the thirteenth amendment and 1940 could be 
 
45 “75 Years of Freedom,” 8. 
46 “75 Years of Freedom,” 9. 
 168 
unequivocally characterized as “75 Years of Freedom.” In a segment on the spiritual “Ain’t You Got 
a Right to the Tree of Life,” and its focus on what he described as the “freedom of the body as well 
as the soul,” Locke informed the audience: 
During the Reconstruction period we had a rather cruel blighting of the hopes of full freedom 
and the great resultant disappointment. Nevertheless, the slave did not get his democracy from 
the Bill of Rights. He got it from his reading of the moral justice of the Hebrew prophets and 
his concept of the wrath of God. He could say in religious song and poetry what he could not 
say in everyday prose. He could say in religious song and poetry what he could not say in 
everyday prose: 
I got a right–we all got a right,’ 
I got a right to the tree of life.47 
The concert’s segment on spirituals then closed out with the Golden Gate Quartet’s rendition of 
“Traveling Shoes.” Typical of the quartet’s performance style, this rendition featured a high degree of 
syncopation, a speedy, forward-moving bass, and percussive vocal effects, characteristics that Samuel 
Floyd would later describe as “refined, expanded, and elaborated tropes of the ring.”48 This served as 
the night’s final example of the connections between the antebellum folk roots of the spiritual and 
present-day reality of the concert’s setting.49 
Sterling Brown next spoke on the blues. Like Locke, Brown was speaking about a genre with 
which much of the audience likely had some prior familiarity and so his comments served both to 
confirm some of their knowledge about the musical, textual, and social characteristics of this genre 
and to clear up common misconceptions. He opened his remarks by emphasizing the folk heritage of 
the blues, a theme that would return over and over in his commentary. Then, he cautioned his 
audience: 
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These are the Negro’s secular songs of sadness, of disappointment, of frustration. What these 
are not is important––they are not “Tin Pan Alley Blues,” they are not the “left-all-alone-again 
blues” or the “schoolhouse blues” of Irving Berlin. These are the tin-pan alley assumption of 
the name—a popular name—but there is little warrant for calling them blues. One critic, even 
though appreciating the work of Berlin and [Jerome] Kern, says that the fundamental 
difference between Negro folk-blues and tin-pan alley blues is that in the tin-pan alley blues 
the grief is feigned, but in the Negro folk-blues the gaiety is feigned.50  
The focus on the commercial appropriation and misunderstanding of the conditions that produced 
the blues present in these remarks remained a theme throughout the rest of Brown’s speech. A little 
later on, he turned the audience’s attention to Bessie Smith. Clearing up the misconception that songs 
by commercial female artists like Smith were merely “a woman’s plaint for a lover long-gone,” Brown 
drew focus to these songs’ status as important historical records of the “great tragedy of the folk.”51 
He then offered commentary on a tragedy of a more personal kind: Smith’s death, which had taken 
place only three years prior to the concert. 
Lovers of the blues, of jazz, of American folk music, have taken Bessie Smith to their hearts. 
But in 1937, the year of her death, she was not so well taken to heart in America. In her native 
deep South, the victim of an automobile accident, this fine American folk-artist was denied 
entrance to a southern hospital because she was a Negro. When she was finally allowed in a 
hospital many miles further along the road…it was too late for anything to be done. There 
seems to me to be something of a profound blues poem in that.52 
In the years since, scholars have argued that this story contains many apocryphal details. The notion 
that Smith’s death owed itself to her being rejected admittance to an all-white hospital originated in a 
1937 interview with John Hammond in Down Beat magazine, but it appears that she was taken directly 
to the Afro-American Hospital in Clarksdale where she died of the shock incurred by her multiple 
injuries from the car crash.53 At the time, too, Brown’s description of Smith’s death opened up a small 
controversy. John Lomax, who was sitting in the concert’s audience, took exception with the 
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description: he felt it was an attack on the South.54 In the months after the concert, compelled by his 
father’s anger, Alan Lomax approached the subject with Brown and it appears the two met to discuss 
the issue.55 Meanwhile, in 1941 John Lomax also sent a series of letters of inquiry to officials across 
Mississippi to gather more information about the subject.56 Still, despite any inaccuracies in Brown’s 
commentary on this event in particular, there was a larger point that he meant to convey to the 
audience. His retelling of the story of Smith’s death was meant to show that white listeners, like the 
ones at the concert, may have enjoyed (even if they sometimes misunderstood or mischaracterized) 
the work of Black artists. These same artists, however, simultaneously had their rights limited and their 
lives endangered through white supremacist policies and actions, all while some of these same white 
listeners turned a blind eye. 
Since the story of Smith’s death took place in the Deep South, the audience that sat in the 
Coolidge Auditorium on the evening of December 20 could perhaps think themselves exempt from 
the type of white supremacy Brown identified in it. Brown’s speech, however, also gestured to the 
experiences of blues artists closer to home. In a section about the theme of travel in blues music, he 
stated: “Blues often express a wish to be somewhere else, a dislike for this hard-hearted town, this no-
good place, this sun-down job—not so romantic a yearning as one based upon reality.”57 After 
referencing lines about travel in blues songs including “I Got a Mind to Ramble” and “I Would Rather 
Drink Muddy Water,” he told his audience of a blues singer who had recently characterized the 
Nation’s Capital as a “bourgeois town” with the words “It’s a bushwa town, it’s a bushwa town/ I 
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have the bushwa blues and I’ll spread the news all around.”58 Although Brown did not state the name 
of this singer, to any listeners of folk and blues music in attendance it would have been clear that the 
reference was to Huddie Ledbetter’s “Bourgeois Blues.” What is particularly intriguing is that, while 
making it clear that the “bourgeois town” in question was same one in which the concert was located, 
Brown only quoted its repeating refrain. He omitted content from the song’s verses, which are much 
more condemnatory towards both white Americans and members of the Black bourgeoisie: 
Me and my wife went all over town 
And where we go, the colored people turn us down 
Lord, in a bourgeois town 
It’s a bourgeois town 
I got the bourgeois blues, I’m 
Gonna spread the news all around. 
 
Them white folks in Washington they know how 
To call a man a [n-word]59 just to see him bow 
Lord, it’s a bourgeois town 
Uhm, the bourgeois town 
I got the bourgeois blues, I’m 
Gonna spread the news all around, 
 
I tell all the colored folks to listen to me 
Don’t try to find you no home in Washington, D.C. 
Cause it’s a bourgeois town 
Uhm, the bourgeois town 
I got the bourgeois blues and I’m 
Gonna spread the news.60 
The broad reference to the overall theme of this song, along with the omission of its more direct 
verses suggests to me that Brown’s commentary might have been a sly wink towards the realities of 
race and class-based discrimination even in so-called “bourgeois towns.” This allowed him to retain 
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the imprimatur of the evening, all while subtly nudging audience members in the know to consider 
the perception and mistreatment of Black folk and blues musicians in their own community. 
Finally, shortly before concluding the blues portion of the evening with Josh White’s rendition 
of the song “Trouble,” Brown pivoted towards the collection of blues and other types of Black music 
by folklorists: 
Within the past few years collectors such as Carl Sandburg, Lawrence Gellert and the Lomaxes, 
John and Alan, have brought these songs out of the dark, secret places where they were sung 
(not loudly but deeply). They come from the exploited, the outcasts, from labor camps, from 
chain gangs, from places where brutality, injustice, and fear stalk at will. These are the sorrow songs 
of a bitter present. [emphasis mine].61 
With this statement, Brown prepared audiences for what they were about to hear in the final part of 
the evening: a lecture on reels and work songs, performances of such music by the Golden Gate 
Quartet, and a series of field recordings collected by the Lomaxes in prisons of the U.S. South in the 
years prior. The music in this next segment, as Brown’s remarks suggest, was music that was came out 
of the so-called eddies of society, music that few had heard before, but music that attested to the 
present and deserved to be listened to.  
The audience, likely, did need to be prepared, as the section of the concert that followed 
constituted the night’s biggest confrontation for them. Although some members of the public were 
likely familiar with the Lomaxes’ American Ballads and Folk Songs or with other contemporaneous folk 
song publications of the same type, few of them would have had the chance to hear the original field 
recordings transcribed in these books. Because of this, even more than the other two speakers, 
throughout his commentary in this final part of the evening Lomax frequently emphasized the 
historical and cultural import of the music he was presenting. He began by arguing that work songs 
were some of the most direct evidence of a musical connection between Black American culture and 
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an African past. In his estimation, “the earliest accounts of Negroes in Africa and in this hemisphere 
spoke not so much of their pure singing, but of their singing in rhythm as they danced and as they 
worked.”62 
Lomax then drew attention to the contributions of work songs to a genre of music more 
familiar to the audience sitting in the Coolidge Auditorium: 
It was this type of dance song that first moved the whites to emulation and imitation. Out of 
this imitation grew the blackface minstrel show, which was the principal amusement of the 
vaudeville theaters in the United States for nearly a century. The minstrel shows have been 
called the first contribution of the United States to the theatre. 63 
From a twenty-first century vantage point, the centering of minstrelsy, an appropriative and anti-Black 
genre, in a concert meant to celebrate Black achievement is incongruous. The point Lomax appears 
to have been making here, however, appears to be about the contributions not so much (or at least 
not solely) of the white composers of minstrel songs, but rather of the Black singers and performers 
who inspired them.64 Given the attempts, throughout the rest of the evening, to link the music of the 
 
62 75 Years of Freedom,” 27. 
63 75 Years of Freedom,” 28. 
64 The inclusion of a section of printed versions of minstrel songs in the Exhibit of Books and Manuscripts 
section of the seventy-fifth anniversary celebrations suggests a similar interpretation of the genre. The 
description of the song “Zip Coon” in the “75 Years of Freedom” pamphlet speaks of it as “a famous comic 
song as sung by all the celebrated comic singers, with wonderful applause.” The precise social mechanisms 
through which Black musicians influenced and were treated by the genre of blackface minstrelsy receive little 
attention both in the exhibit and in Lomax’s speech during the December 20th concert. In a way, this 
understanding of minstrelsy is not unlike that of Antonin Dvořák who, upon learning that songs he considered 
to be Black-authored were actually written by white men like Stephen Foster, concluded in 1895 that “this 
matters but little” and that “the important thing is that the inspiration for such music should come from the 
right source, and that the music itself should be a true expression of the people's real feelings. See Antonin 
Dvořák, “Music in America,” Harper’s Magazine, February 1895, 429-434. In recent years, scholars have paid 
closer attention to the role of Black cultural production in minstrelsy and to the social mechanism behind the 
white appropriation of Black music. Eric Lott has argued that minstrelsy was foundational to establishing 
whiteness in the United States and that white performers of minstrelsy drew on Black culture out of a mix of 
fear and fascination. See Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1993). More recently, Matthew Morrison has theorized the concept of Blacksound to 
show the roots of American music in Black music. Diverging from Lott’s emphasis on “love” in blackface 
minstrelsy, Morrison considers the genre as a marginalizing and anti-Black practice. He frames the genre 
through what Saidiya Hartman has called in Scenes of Subjection, “terror and enjoyment.” See Matthew D. 
Morrison, “Race, Blacksound, and the (Re)Making of Musicological Discourse” Journal of the American 
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concert to genres that were already familiar to audiences, it is also likely that Lomax was trying to 
highlight the connections between what the audience was about to hear and music that they already 
knew. In another attempt to draw such connection, Lomax later intoned: “The stock of work songs 
that the Negro has created in the United States can compare favorably with the spiritual tunes and the 
blues-ragtime-jazz idioms that you already know.”65 While underscoring these connections and 
incorporating the music that he was about to play for his audience into familiar paradigms, Lomax 
was also careful to prepare them for the novelty of what they were about to hear: recordings produced 
in “the only situation where work songs are still currently sung, on the great prison farms of the 
South.”66 He instructed attendees that “these recordings are not to be listened to for text or tune so 
much as for the wildness, freedom, and rhythmic beauty of their contents.”67 
The first among the records that Lomax played for the audience was a 1933 rendition of 
“Pauline” performed by Allen Prothero and three other incarcerated men at the State Penitentiary in 
Nashville.68 He was pardoned with John Lomax’s help in 1936, but died of tuberculosis shortly before 
his release.69 The inclusion of “Pauline” in this concert is, to a degree unsurprising, as the Lomaxes 
appear to have uniquely valued Prothero’s recording, frequently singling it out in their writings. In his 
 
Musicological Society 72.3 (December 2019): 781–823; Idem, “The Sound(s) of Subjection: Constructing American 
Popular music and racial identity through Blacksound,” Women & Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory, 27:1 
(2017): 13-24. Although both these authors, along with many others writing on minstrelsy, underscore the 
foundational role of Black music (through the appropriative genre of minstrelsy) on music in the United States 
and beyond, their arguments trouble the celebration of Blackface minstrelsy perpetuated in this concert and in 
other parts of the festival. 
65 “75 Years of Freedom,” 29. 
66 “75 Years of Freedom,” 29. 
67 “75 Years of Freedom,” 29. 
68 “Pauline,” sung by Allen Prothero’s Quartet, and Allen Prothero, State Penitentiary, Nashville, TN, AFS 
00177 A01, collected by John and Alan Lomax, July 1933.  
69 Hill McAllister to John Lomax, May 12, 1936, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, John A. Lomax 
and Alan Lomax papers, 1932–1968, Box 1, Folder 37.  
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1947 autobiography Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, John Lomax reminisces about Prothero’s “silver 
tenor voice, clear as a bugle note.”70 In Our Singing Country, meanwhile, the Lomaxes describe “Pauline” 
as “a monument” to Prothero and as “one of the tenderest, most delicate love songs that ever came 
out of a human throat.”71 The musical features of the recording also make it a particularly useful 
example for an audience unfamiliar with this type of music. The sound of the pick-axes wielded by 
the men working alongside Prothero is clearly audible and the precision of their rhythmic strikes is 
particularly easy to hear due to the slow tempo. Further, the recording features a solo singer. This 
would have allowed listeners to acquaint themselves with some of the primary features of work songs 
without the distraction of harmonic content that might have been unusual to their ears. Finally, the 
fact that Lomax chose to open his presentation of field recordings from prisons with a love song also 
appears notable. While Prothero’s rendition of “Pauline” would have likely offered novel sounds for 
much of the audience—particularly in the rhythmic structure of the prisoners’ pick axes striking the 
ground—it appears that Lomax attempted to offer his listeners an entry point into prison music 
through the familiar genre and sentiment of the love song. This move is reminiscent to the one present 
in the Lomaxes’ early songbooks, discussed in the last chapter. The image of a tuberculosis-stricken, 
melancholy prisoner longing for his loved one could be easily assimilated into the audience’s existing 
popular culture-influenced ideas about incarcerated people. This likely softened some of the novel 
aspects of the recording and better prepared listeners for what was to come. 
The next example Lomax played for the audience, however, must have quickly diffused the 
air of romanticism created by Prothero’s “Pauline.” The song “Old Hannah” had been recorded 
multiple times by the Lomaxes but the version featured in this case was a 1939 rendition by Tommy 
 
70 John Lomax, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter (New York: Macmillan, 1947), 130. 
71 Lomax and Lomax, Our Singing Country, 402. 
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Woods and a group of unidentified men at Clemens State Farm in Brazoria, Texas.72 The recording 
was made in the woodyard of the prison, but the men’s tools are not as audible as the ones in 
“Pauline.” Their words, nevertheless, reflect the situation in which they labored. The titular “Old 
Hannah” was a reference to the scorching sun that shined as they worked and sang: 
Old Hannah was a beaming. 
Lawd, Lawd, Lawd, Lawd, 
Old Hannah was a beaming, 
God almighty knows. 
 
’Bout to burn me down, suh! 
Lawd, Lawd, Lawd, Lawd, 
’Bout to burn me down, suh! 
God almighty knows.73 
The recording features a clear call and response style with Woods intoning each line before the rest 
of the men. The voices of the men fall in and out of time, giving the recording a much more 
improvisatory feel than Prothero’s rhythmic and clear rendition of “Pauline.” As a point of contrast 
to the individualized expression of melancholic longing in Prothero’s song, what Lomax appears to 
have tried to show through his inclusion of “Old Hannah” were the communal ties that music created 
among incarcerated men at work, as well as some of the unforgiving and violent conditions under 
which this work occurred. “Even under the hot sun,” he argued “even with the mean boss-man and 
the long hours, the singers can shout their song because they feel the strength in their collective 
arms.”74  
 
72 “Old Hannah,” sung by Tommy Woods and unidentified performers, Clemens State Farm, Brazoria Texas, 
AFS 03551b02, collected by John A. Lomax and Ruby Terrill Lomax, April 1939. 
73 In this transcription of the text, I have retained Lomax’s spelling from the “75 Years of Freedom” booklet.  
74 “75 Years of Freedom,” 30. 
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Next, Lomax turned to an example of a field holler: “I Asked My Captain what Time o’ Day,” 
recorded at the Louisiana State Penitentiary in July 1933 by Rudolf Thompson.75 Based on the archival 
documentation from the concert it is unclear to me how much of this recording audiences would have 
that evening. The surviving text version of Lomaxes’ remarks only quotes a brief verse that describes 
the troubles of a mule skinner who cannot “find a mule with his shoulders well” and Lomax’s 
romanticized description positions Thompson’s song as one in which “the lonely worker lifts up his 
head and tells the sun, the dust, and the mules all about his troubles” and “cries like a mournful 
Southern hoot-owl in the black, lonesome bottoms.”76 The full text of the song, however, is replete 
with concrete descriptions of the hard labor into which men like Thompson were forced: “We get up 
in the morning so dog-gone soon. Can’t see nothing but the stars and moon,” Thompson states at the 
outset of the song.77 Later on, he sings: “Captain, captain, don’t ya think it’s mighty hard? Work me 
all day on ‘lasses and ‘lard.” In addition, the song contains a number of statements about race that 
would have likely shocked the type of audience present at a Library of Congress concert if Lomax 
played those the full recording and if they were able to pick out the words on a first listen. At one 
point, Thompson explains that he would rather be a Black man “and plow ol’ Beck” (a likely reference 
to one of the mules on the farm) than “a white hill-billy with a long red neck.” At another, he expresses 
a preference for a “brown-skin woman” who can “get anything [he] got” over a “jet-black woman” 
who “can’t come in [his] back yard.”78 Even if Lomax played portions outside the carefully selected 
 
75 “I Asked my Captain What Time o’ Day,” sung by Rudolf Thompson, State Penitentiary, Angola, LA, AFS 
01854 A02, collected by John A. Lomax, July 1933. 
76 “75 Years of Freedom,” 31. 
77 John and Alan Lomax, American Ballads and Folk Songs (New York: Macmillan, 1934), 50–51. 
78 Expressions of colorism, particularly towards women, abound in many of the songs in the Lomaxes’ 
collection. A discussion of this complex issue is beyond the scope of this dissertation. For an analysis of 
colorism in Black folklore specifically, see Audrey Elisa Kerr, “The Paper Bag Principle: Of the Myth and 
Motion of Colorism,” The Journal of American Folklore 118.469 (2005): 271–289. 
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and mostly innocuous verse about mule-skinning printed in his remarks, his description of 
Thompson’s recording, largely smoothed over much of the potential for discomfort. “The song is 
primitive, African,” he told the audience. “You can hear the first echo of the blues without any of the 
restricting 2/4 rhythms of accompaniment.”79 Here, again, Lomax appears to have attempted to offer 
something new and confrontational to the audience all while balancing this confrontation out by 
tampering their degree of discomfort and keeping them on board by positioning the tune as a remnant 
from an African, “primitive” past, and an antecedent to the blues, rather than as a musical expression 
of a man incarcerated in the United States only seven years prior to the concert.  
 “Ain’t No More Cane on the Brazos” was the next song. Lomax’s surviving remarks make it 
somewhat unclear which of the multiple recordings of this song he offered to his audience. It may 
have been a 1933 performance by Ernest “Mexico” Williams and James “Ironhead” Baker at the 
Central State Prison Farm in Sugar Land, Texas.80 Another possibility is that the rendition used was 
from a 1939 recording made by Mose “Clear Rock” Platt for John and Ruby Terrill Lomax at the 
Blazilmar Hotel in Taylor, Texas after Platt’s release from prison.81 Alan Lomax’s comments about 
this recording are ambiguous as to the number of singers featured on it. He described it both as 
coming from “the mouths of a group of men” and as being one in which “the performer asks and 
answers his own questions.”82 Regardless, like in earlier portions of the evening, the main goal here 
appears to have been to integrate the recording into a musical landscape already familiar to the 
audience. Lomax drew connections between the “free, lilting melody” of the song and examples 
 
79 “75 Years of Freedom,” 31. 
80 “Ain’t No More Can on the Brazos,” sung by Ernest Williams, James “Ironhead” Baker and unidentified 
group, Central State Farm, Sugar Land, TX, AFS 00199 A01, collected by John A. Lomax, December, 1933. 
81 “Ain’t No More Can on the Brazos,” sung by Mose “Clear Rock” Platt, Hotel Blazilmar, Taylor, TX, AFS 
03802b02, collected by John A. Lomax and Ruby Terrill Lomax, May 10, 1939. 
82 “75 Years of Freedom, 31.” 
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featured earlier in the evening: “Go Down, Moses” and “St. Louis Blues.”83 Finally, Lomax closed out 
his presentation of recordings with “Rosie,” a song by a group of unnamed men in at a prison farm 
near Oakley, Mississippi in 1933.84 Again, Lomax gave the recording a description that broadly alluded 
to the forced labor of Black incarcerated men in the South, all while romanticizing and aestheticizing 
the sound of their song for his audience. As he put it to the audience, in this recording “Rosie” was 
“sung full-throated by fifty men, flat-weeding in an irrigation ditch in Mississippi. The hoes flash up 
together and all splash green.”85  
After this presentation of recordings, Lomax invited the Golden Gate Quartet on stage to 
perform what he described as “a little dramatization of work song signing on a railroad.”86 In some 
ways, the Golden Gate Quartet was not expressly suited for singing this material, as they were a 
professional jubilee quartet, rather than folk singers.87 However, the quartet had already collaborated 
with Lomax on a few other folk song-related ventures—his series for The American School of the Air, 
included–-and, earlier in 1940 they had appeared alongside Lead Belly on an album of work songs 
titled The Midnight Special and Other Southern Prison Songs.88 Years later, Lomax commented on the 
unusual, yet, in his estimation, successful combination of singers on this album: 
 
83 “75 Years of Freedom, 31. 
84 “Rosie,” sung by unnamed group, Oakley, MS. AFS 01855 B01, collected by John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax, 
August, 1933. 
85 “75 Years of Freedom, 32. 
86 “75 Years of Freedom,” 32. 
87 Josh White did not appear in this portion of the program but he was also a singer who—while not traditionally 
used to work songs—had an encounter with them in 1940 when he released an album titled Chain Gang. The 
album consisted mostly of material collected by Lawrence Gellert. John Hammond, who produced the record, 
recalled the ire it had produced at Columbia Records, where other executives “were terribly upset that 
[Hammond] was meddling in something that it was not fashionable to meddle in in 1940 on records.” The 
record, however, was a commercial success across the country. See Wald, Josh White, 68. 
88 The Midnight Special and other Prison Songs, RCA LP P-50, 1940. 
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[The Golden Gate Quartet] learned these songs from Lead Belly by rote and after the first 
rehearsal or so were already forcing him to sing his best to keep the lead. The result is not 
complete authenticity, but I believe the nearest thing to it that could be achieved away from 
the prison farms themselves. There is a growling, surly, unison-based strength in these discs 
that I have not heard in other records.89 
This section of the concert, although staged in a somewhat odd and stilted way to modern ears, likely 
offered a reprieve from the somewhat challenging listening exercise Lomax had offered his listeners 
in his presentation of recordings. 
Let us return, however, to the role of the prison recordings in the landscape of the December 
20th concert more broadly. All in all, Lomax appears to have been careful both in selecting the 
particular recordings he wanted to present to his listeners and in framing these recordings for them 
through his commentary. He opened the program with examples that audiences could more easily 
digest and couched them in language that connected prison songs to music already familiar to listeners. 
As the evening continued, he played recordings that were further and further from the audience’s 
comfort zone, as well as recordings in which the singers spoke more directly about the forced labor 
and violence they experienced while incarcerated. While, in his commentary, he occasionally referred 
to some of the unjust conditions of incarceration he was, as is typical for both his and his father’s 
public output in this period, never directly critical of the carceral state. Years later, his autobiography, 
The Land where the Blues Began, he wrote extensively on “the long hours, the brutal, often murderous 
bosses, the monstrous absurdities of Jim Crow,” while also pointing up that “in the twenties and 
thirties it was too dangerous to talk or even sing about these matters.”90 This was, it appears, the case 
in the forties as well. Lomax’s presentation, therefore, reflects the strategy that he and his father 
adopted when introducing uninitiated audiences to prison songs in their printed songbook discussed 
in the previous chapter. It also fits with the remarks given by the other two speakers in the concert 
 
89 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 163. 
90 Alan Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 143. 
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who, as we saw, also sought both contextualize the songs of which they spoke among music already 
familiar to the audience all while confronting them, as much as they could, with some of the realities 
of Black life in America in 1940.  
The inclusion of prison songs in a celebration of the freedom granted to Black Americans 
under the thirteenth amendment seems, on a first read, incongruous. As many authors, Angela Davis 
and Michelle Alexander among them, have argued it is the thirteenth amendment that allowed the 
carceral state to continue to limit the freedom of Black Americans in the United States under conditions 
that were similar to those of enslavement.91 The men who sang on the recordings were being held 
captive by the very amendment celebrated in the concert. Meanwhile, as discussed earlier in this 
dissertation, the music collected by the Lomaxes in prisons received attention in no small part because 
it was construed as a remnant of a disappearing antebellum past. The recordings—alongside the many 
other examples of the limitations placed on Black freedom given by the evening’s other speakers—
therefore troubled the idea of “75 Years of Freedom,” that the rest of the celebrations aimed to 
commemorate. All the while, it appears that Lomax’s attempt in using the recordings was not merely 
to showcase the work he had done with his father, but also to create a sense of understanding and, 
perhaps, allyship in the audience. At the end of the evening, he summed up the aims of his 
presentation, and the evening as a whole, in the following manner: 
I hope you may be ready now to listen to Negro songs with different ears. These songs are 
full of love for people, they are lonely for people and they are full of hunger for gentleness 
and kindness in this world. These songs rose up out of slavery, out of misery. They jumped 
up out of levee camps, they sprang from turpentine camps and back alleys. The people became 
happy and made them in churches; the people ‘got high’ and made them up at dances; they 
rose up out of tough people and good people. Some of these people were so mad that they 
could kill you as soon as look at you and, when some of these people had the quiet blues, they 
were so quiet you could hear them think for miles away. Some of these people could look past 
poverty and misery, they could look clear through the darkness and despair and ignorance and 
see something on the other side. The old folks said, ‘On the other side of Jordan.’ These songs 
rose up out of these people without their having to think about it, because they were lonesome 
 
91 Angela Y. Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (New York: Seven Stories Press, 2003); Michelle Alexander, The New 
Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: The New Press, 2012). 
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for more kindness and goodness and richness than they could find in life right where they 
were.92 
In this conclusion Lomax again reflected the overall goals of the evening: contextualizing Black folk 
music and explaining it to the audience all while confronting them with the sounds and stories of 
Black life in America. While the speakers and performers certainly aimed to showcase the 
achievements of Black folk musicians, they also appear to have sought to create this sense of unity 
and allyship among members of the audience. In this respect, the concert appears to have been a 
success, at least on the surface. Years later, Lomax reminisced: 
People stood and applauded and cried and just wouldn’t go away…It was the first time the 
whole culture broke through the town. Everybody saw the magnificence of the thing, saw 
what an enormous contribution the blacks had made, and the blacks were delighted about the 
dignity and authority of the event.93 
This recollection underlines the fact that the event sought to please and connect two publics and that, 
for each of them, there was a different message that the concert had to convey. White audiences had 
to be put on board with “the magnificence” and “enormous contribution” of Black music. Meanwhile 
Black attendees, likely members of the intelligentsia for the most part, had to be presented with an 
event full of “dignity and authority.” While no portion of the concert called directly for the abolition 
of Jim Crow laws or the carceral state, the balance between audience comfort and confrontation 
created through the three presentations that evening is consistent with the use of folk culture in other 
official, government-sanctioned events during this period. As discussed earlier in this chapter, in the 
years leading up to the Second World War—and during the war itself—culture was frequently used in 
to create the sense that the country was unified in its pluralism. And, in the period during which this 
 
92 “75 Years of Freedom,” 35–36. 
93 Quoted in Wald, Josh White, 69. The evening also seems to have made a strong impression on officials from 
Fisk University. The participants were invited to reprise the concert for the University’s seventy-fifth 
anniversary the following year. The use of the term “blacks,” considered offensive and outdated in the present, 
is retained in this quote. 
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concert was organized, officials at the Library of Congress were already beginning to consider folk 
music as an important tool through which to create this pluralist unity. A memo from Harold Spivacke, 
dated August 24, 1940 suggests some of the main ways in which administrators of the Library’s 
Archive of American Folk-Song understood the role of folk music in the impending war effort. 
Spivacke writes: 
In considering the ways and means in which the Music Division could be useful to the National 
Defense Program, it occurred to us that the Archive of American Folk-Song could be 
particularly useful. For one thing, the Archive could prepare a series of song-books which 
could be used by the War Department in its welfare work among its new recruits, whether 
enlisted or conscripted…Accordingly, I asked Mr. Lomax and Mr. Seeger to prepare tentative 
tables of contents. This they did but instead of one songster, they prepared four. Three of 
them are intended for use in separate regions—the west, the south, the north—and the fourth 
for the special use of negroes.94 
Each of the books—titled “West of the Mississippi,” “Down in the Valley,” “From Maine to 
Washington,” and “Deep River,” respectively—would contain twenty-one folk songs arranged in 
four-part harmony with simple accompaniment for piano or guitar. The books would be interspersed 
with stories about a hero particular to each region: Pecos Bill, Davy Crockett, Paul Bunyan, and John 
Henry. As Spivacke suggests in this memo, the role of the compilers, Lomax and Seeger, was 
particularly important. They had to be especially careful in the types of songs and topics featured in 
these books in order to ensure that the needs and concerns of soldiers were met and that the books 
had the proper effect on the soldiers’ morale and psychological state. The two of them expand on this 
topic in a document about their work on the books. Therein, Lomax and Seeger write: 
All of the songs will be folk songs typical of the region, chosen for their general masculine 
appeal and on the basis of their wide currency and acceptance. The altogether-flavor will be,—
salty, swashbuckling, ironic, humorous and sentimental in the democratic vein of the American 
people.95 
 
94 Memo by Harold Spivacke to unknown, August 24, 1940, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers, Box 5, 
Folder 160. 
95 Alan Lomax and Charles Seeger, “American Songster,” August 1940, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers, 
Box 5, Folder 160. 
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These documents suggest the contemporaneous understanding of folk music as particularly useful for 
the war effort. Since it was the cultural product of ordinary Americans and represented everyday 
emotions and experiences, folk music was understood to represent “the democratic vein of the 
American people.” The masculine bent of folk music, referenced by Lomax and Seeger, reflected 
much of the collection of the Archive of American Folk Song, but was also particularly useful in the 
context of a wartime conscription and morale-boosting effort targeted at male soldiers. 
As Lomax, Seeger, and the staff of the Archive of American Folk Song appear to have seen 
it, the type of folk music contained in its collections had another important appeal: it could attract 
people from specific regions, races, and ethnicities in the United States by speaking to them through 
their own experiences and objects of cultural heritage, all while uniting them under the overall umbrella 
of “American folklore.” As argued earlier in this chapter, this was a central tension in the United States 
during this time and, even if folklore did not necessarily resolve this tension, it certainly was perceived 
as a tool that could alleviate it. In a letter to Spivacke in which he detailed a number of additional ways 
in which he thought the Archive could contribute to the war effort, Alan Lomax makes it clear that, 
while each of the books he devised with Seeger did speak to a particular regional, racial, and cultural 
group, the notion that a corpus of songs that could be defined as uniquely “American” and could 
unify the country was still in the forefront of his mind.96 As Lomax puts it, in the event that 
conscription became necessary, it was important “to make it possible for the American people to 
explain for themselves what America means and has meant to them.” He understood it as the job of 
the Archive of American Folk Song to put the various types of folk music in its collections together 
and to “make it speak for the whole people rather than for any special region or group.”  
 
96 Letter by Alan Lomax to Harold Spivacke, August 1940, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers, Box 5, 
Folder 160. 
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At the same time, however, later on in the letter he emphasizes that each ethnic and racial 
group needs to have access to its own songs in order to feel included in the war effort. “I feel, for 
example,” he writes, “that where any large group of second-generation Polish conscripts are located, 
Polish songs should be sung. The same for Negro, Mexican, Greek, Finnish, etc. conscript groups.” 
Overall, the letter evinces an understanding of folk music as a force through which the country could 
celebrate its pluralist identity, all while uniting individuals by helping them “to explain for themselves 
what America means and has meant to them” and to involve themselves with greater zeal in the war 
effort. This could be achieved, it appears, by transmitting different messages to insiders and outsiders 
of ethnic, racial and regional groups. Insiders would be heartened upon encountering the folk products 
of their cultures. For them, the message would be about their own contributions to the country, their 
status as Americans and, consequently their duty to their country in a time of war. For outsiders to 
the ethnic, racial, or regional group in question, the message would be that the many types of people 
that make up the country are ready to fight for it and that the success of the war effort is thus ensured. 
While the dangers of the impending war were never directly mentioned in the Coolidge Auditorium 
on that evening, the remarks of the three speakers suggest a similar conception of the ability of folklore 
to speak to disparate audiences and unite them through folklore.  
The idea that Black and white audiences could be connected through folklore is also suggested 
in an August 7, 1942 letter to from Alan Lomax to Spivacke. While on the road in Dallas, Lomax 
wrote: 
I have been at work in a territory where the Negroes are not reached by the newspapers or the 
radio, where the whites are quite defeatist in their point of view, where the Negroes hear about 
the war 1) “Hitler is going to kill all the [Black people] if he wins” (from the whites). 2) “This 
war is the judgment of God on a wicked world. Only Christianity will win through. Kneel 
down and pray.” (This is message [sic] of the Negro church to the religious Negro.) The result 
is a not surprising apathy on the part of the ordinary Negro to the war effort. If an invasion 
army were to land in the United States today, the Southern Negro would not volunteer to go 
and fight the enemy [emphasis in original]. The whites here know this, sense it rather, and they 
are tense and nervous. I have had more trouble with local whites on this trip than all the rest 
put together, because of this tension. It is terribly important hat some program be initiated 
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which will offer some solutions for these problems. The best approach to the people is 
through the Negro church and Negro music and Negro folk attitudes. Such an approach would 
knit the two groups more closely together emotionally, since most of the whites like the folk 
Negro, and at the same time it is almost the only way that ideas, information and purposeful 
plans can reach the Negro rural group.97 
Here, again, Lomax evokes the idea that folk customs and folk music could reach two audiences and 
transmit different messages to them, all while creating a sense of kinship and allyship between white 
and Black citizens that was necessary for the war effort. While the audience that he describes here—
Black and white working-class, rural Americans—differs from those in attendance at the concert, 
when considered in this context, the concert can be read as an attempt to unify white and Black 
audiences through folk music in the years surrounding the Second World War. 
An Album with Prison Songs Travels Abroad 
The audience at the concert were among the first members of the general public who had the 
opportunity to hear field recordings from the collections of the Archive of American Folk Song. This, 
however, would soon change. In the late 1930s and early 1940s, the Archive continued to build its 
acquisitions, but administrators also turned their attention towards two increasingly urgent issues.98 
First, the recordings in the Archive’s collections were in danger of damage and deterioration over time 
and had to be converted to more stable and modern audio formats. Second, although individuals 
associated with the Archive believed that folk music would benefit the broader public’s moral 
development and sense of national belonging, the music deposited in its collections was available to 
audiences only through the limited format of printed song books. Few were able to travel to the 
Library of Congress and gain access to the valuable and fragile recordings at the Archive of American 
 
97 Letter by Alan Lomax to Harold Spivacke, August 7, 1940, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers, Box 5, 
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98 For more on these issues see Delaina Sepko, “The Archive of American Folk Song, The Library of Congress 
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Folk Song, as well as at other divisions of the Library. In order to address these two issues, among 
others, in March 1940 the Library of Congress established its Recording Laboratory with the help of 
a Carnegie Corporation grant.99 The establishment of the Laboratory secured funding for new 
recording machines, which helped expand the Library’s collections. It also allowed records to be 
duplicated, at first for interested scholars who could not come to the nation’s capital and, later, for 
mass distribution among the general public.  
The dissemination of the Library’s collection was also aided by a Rockefeller Foundation grant 
that funded the launch of the Radio Research Project in January 1941. The Radio Research Project 
allowed the Library of Congress to launch a series of radio programs through which audiences were 
informed about various aspects of the Library’s holdings.100 Among the earliest of these programs was 
the ten-episode series “The Ballad Hunter,” which was hosted by John Lomax and featured field 
recordings from the Archive of American Folk Song.101 
The Recording Laboratory and the Radio Research Project helped the Library of Congress to 
more effectively utilize its collections in order to create a sense of belonging and unity among 
audiences in the United States. In addition, these initiatives allowed the Library to respond to an 
increasing number of requests coming from the U.S. government for help in mobilizing the country 
in the war effort. Of course, administrators and staff at the Library had their own additional 
motivations when it came to initiatives like the Recording Laboratory and the Radio Research Project. 
As Delaina Sepko has pointed out, the dissemination of library materials and, specifically, field 
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recordings to a larger public “played a significant role in [the Librarian of Congress, Archibald] 
MacLeish’s counter-move against anti-leftist proponents.”102 Anti-leftist sentiments would soon land 
in hot water many of those associated with the Library of Congress, the Archive of American Folk 
Song, and folklore more broadly. And even in the 1930s and 1940s such ventures placed their 
participants in a dangerous situation vis-à-vis the House Un-American Activities Committee, which 
sought to combat “foreign influences” not only of the fascist, but also of the leftist variety. Still, during 
the late 1930s and early 1940s many of the interests of the U.S. government aligned with those of the 
Library of Congress and the Archive of American Folk Song, and the government turned to these 
institutions for help in the country’s focus on the fight against fascism. 
While the Archive of American Folk Song’s chief aim during these years was certainly to 
broadcast the folklore of the United States within the confines of the country and to reach the nation’s 
citizens, attempts were also made to use the Archive’s holdings for the purposes of cultural diplomacy 
abroad, particularly in countries in South, Central, and North America. In 1941, under the auspices of 
a program of cultural diplomacy aimed at these countries, the Recording Laboratory produced its first 
official album. The album consisted of two separate 78 RPM records and featured four tracks in total 
which consisted of field recordings collected by the Lomaxes in the years prior. The recording was 
made with the help of the Friends of Music in the Library of Congress—a group of prominent and 
wealthy patrons who helped fund concerts and festivals at the Library, among other musical 
ventures.103 Additional funds were provided by the Interdepartmental Committee for Cooperation 
with Other American Republics.104 The subsequent year, the four tracks on the album appeared, 
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alongside nine others on the album Anglo-American Ballads from the Archive of Folk Song. Anglo-American 
Ballads was the first album in a series that would popularize the AFS’s holdings to a broader audience 
in the United States.105 This is one of the first times wider public had the chance of hearing the 
recordings made in prisons. As such, it is important that this album’s lineage in a venture of inter-
American cultural diplomacy be considered. 
This album was far from the only undertaking that used resources from the Library of 
Congress to foster connections with Latin America. In fact, relations with the rest of the Americas 
appear to have been among the Library’s main priorities at the time. In his 1941 annual report as 
Librarian of Congress, Archibald MacLeish devotes a significant portion of the introduction to the 
Library’s role in national defense, as well as to the closely-related “field of inter-American relations.”106 
Among the undertakings at the Library in that regard were the many activities of the Hispanic 
Foundation. In his report, MacLeish suggests that the Foundation—an organization that pre-dated 
the wartime inter-American cultural offices established by the government—could play an important 
role in the war effort and could also help create long-term friendly relationships with the rest of the 
Americas. The foundation’s director, Lewis Hanke, had recently traveled to Mexico City to “arrange 
for the urgently necessary publication in Spanish of a history of the United States,” as well as for the 
publication of Latin American books in English.107 Staff at the library were also in the process of 
making a list of “of some three to six thousand titles of works representative of the best American 
scholarship and writing in various fields” for translations into Spanish and distribution abroad. The 
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report also contains a relatively lengthy, standalone section on the “Cooperation with the Republics 
of Latin America,” which details the many documents that had been exchanged with libraries and 
cultural institutions from other countries in the Americas.108 It is in this context of cultural exchange 
and diplomacy that the 1941 album of recordings from the Archive of American Folk Song appeared. 
The idea of distributing an album of folk music to countries in Latin America was already in 
circulation at the Archive of American Folk Song at least as early as 1938. In a funding request for 
what would eventually become the Recording Laboratory, Alan Lomax details the many budgetary 
shortages of the Archive to Frederick Keppel, the president of the Carnegie Corporation.109 He also 
writes of the urgent need for new equipment and essential personnel. Attached to the letter is a 
memorandum outlining the funding request. In the body of his letter, however, Lomax specifically 
points Keppel’s attention to an additional demand that had been placed on the Archive since the 
memo was prepared. This demand had come from what Lomax refers to as “the Interdepartmental 
Committee for Cultural Relations with Latin America” (likely the Interdepartmental Committee for 
Cooperation with the Other American Republics). The committee, Lomax explains, had asked for 
“the presentation of a set of the Archive’s records of American folk songs to each of the twenty-one 
Latin American Republics.” 
It appears that initially Lomax suggested a longer list of songs for inclusion on this album, but 
four tracks were ultimately selected with the help of members of the Friends of Music: 1) “The Lady 
of Carlisle,” performed in 1937 in by Basil May; (2) “Pretty Polly,” performed in 1938 by Pete Steele; 
(3) “It Makes a Long-Time Man Feel Bad,” performed in 1934 by a group of unnamed incarcerated 
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men; and (4) “O Lord, Don’t ’low Me to Beat ’em,” performed in 1936 by Willie Williams.110 Along 
with those four records, a set of notes was prepared by Alan Lomax for the version of the album that 
was circulated to members of the Friends of Music at the Library of Congress.111  
The four recordings were likely chosen for the album because they are representative of the 
type of music held in the collections of the Archive of American Folk Song at the time and of 
Lomaxes’ main folkloric interests more specifically. All of the tracks feature either Black or white 
singers performing English-language music in styles and genres that they had learned by word of 
mouth, rather than through the written page. The recordings feature only male singers: The Lomaxes 
certainly had recorded many female singers by 1941, but the bulk of the material they collected was 
sung by men. With a few exceptions (Vera Hall and Aunt Molly Jackson among them), male singers 
also received more attention in the Lomaxes’ printed collections and public presentations at the time. 
In addition, all four tracks have a connection to the rural South. Basil May sang for the 
Lomaxes in a rural setting: his home in Salyersville, Kentucky. Pete Steele’s performance was recorded 
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in Hamilton, Ohio, a mid-sized Northern city in which a number of manufacturing plants and mills 
were located. Steele had, however, only recently moved to Hamilton with his family. He had picked 
up “Pretty Polly” during his years in rural Laurel County, Kentucky where he had also learned to play 
the banjo on a makeshift instrument with cat gut strings and a head made of groundhog skin.112 The 
recording of “It Makes a Long-Time Man Feel Bad” was made at the 16,000 acre Cummins State 
Farm, Arkansas where men worked in the agrarian settings of the fields or, as in the case of this 
recording, in the woodyard.113 Finally, Willie Williams sang in the State Penitentiary in Richmond, 
Virginia. Unlike most of the prison farms at which the Lomaxes recorded, the institution in which 
Williams was incarcerated had an urban setting. Although Williams sang for the Lomaxes in one of 
the empty rooms at this urban prison, however, his performance was meant to evoke his prior 
experience as a rural mule-driver.114 
In addition, each of the four tracks represents a specific manner in which life in the United 
States had shaped the sound and function of folk music. The first selection on the album, Basil May’s 
“Lady of Carlisle,” aptly demonstrates the mixture of old and new musical styles on U.S. soil. The 
ballad itself is an ancient one with English origins.115 However, as Lomax puts it in his notes for the 
Friends of Music version of the album, May’s performance “represents a contemporary 
development.”116 Older versions of this song were likely performed without instrumental 
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accompaniment. Meanwhile, as May sang, he played the guitar, an instrument that had “invaded the 
mountains in the last twenty years.” The guitar’s “invasion,” Lomax contends, significantly altered not 
only the harmonic but also the melodic content of the song:  
The tonic, dominant, sub dominant chord pattern of rudimentary guitar playing has strongly 
affected the old melodies, forcing their conformity to the conventional major-minor patterns; 
the strict two-four and three four rhythms of the accompaniments sometimes distort a ballad’s 
cavalier form.117  
It was this musical alteration created through the mix of the old and the new that Lomax sought to 
exemplify by introducing listeners to this recording. In estimation it was “contributing greatly” to the 
current folk music of the United States. 
“Pretty Polly,” the next track, is an old English ballad as well. Here, Lomax’s notes draw the 
listener’s attention to another aspect of cultural and musical mixture in the United States: the 
combination of white and Black rural musical styles. “First listen to Pete Steele,” Lomax writes, “as 
he adapts the modal melody of ‘Pretty Polly’ to the racing tempo of his banjo. This performance 
represents a period in southern white folksong which began after the Civil War when the Negro banjo 
became widely popular among the rural whites in the South. The Negroes and the blackface imitators 
had used it to accompany fast-stepping hoedowns and reels, and this tempo was not changed when 
the banjo was introduced into the mountains and used to accompany slow, modal ballad tunes.”118 
The two prison recordings on the second disc—“It Makes a Long-Time Man Feel Bad,” and 
“O Lord, Don’t ’low Me to Beat ’em”—also represent musical adaptations to life in the United States, 
in addition to being examples of the two principal genres of Black folk song that drew the Lomaxes 
to the idea of recording in prisons in the first place: group work songs and soloistic hollers. Lomax’s 
notes for these two tracks (drawn largely from the text of Our Singing Country) explain to listeners that 
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both these genres were musical adaptations that resulted from the work that Black men often 
performed in the United States South. Work songs were used as Black laborers “cleared the land of 
the South, worked its plantations, built its railroads, raised its levees and cut its roads,” while hollers 
were sung as they “picked cotton or did some other form of work in which it was not possible to 
adhere to a regular rhythm.”119  
“It Makes a Long-Time Man Feel Bad,” the first of the two prison recordings on the disc, was 
recorded in the woodyard of Cummins State Farm. Just as the work song with which Lomax opened 
the December concert, this track aptly demonstrates both the musical features of the work song and 
its social setting. As Lomax puts it in his notes, “the swift tempo of the song indicates that it is a 
‘double-cut’ axe song, that is, two groups alternate strokes of the axe on the log.”120 It is notable that 
most of content of this song, again, speaks of the longing of a prisoner (the titular “long-time man”) 
for his home, for lover, and his family, all of whom appear to have forgotten him. As the men on the 
recording put it: “It’s the worst old feeling/That I ever had/When I can’t, oh Can’t-a get a letter. Oh 
Lawdy, from home.” This textual aspect is not highlighted in the accompanying notes and the text 
also features lines about the mistreatment suffered by prisoners under watchful eye of the captain who 
is keeping them at work. Nevertheless, the selection of this song for the album shows, again, that 
Lomax appears to have considered the theme of longing, nostalgia, and lovesickness to be the easiest 
thematic entry point to prison songs for an uninitiated audience. 
“O Lord, Don’t ’low Me to Beat ’em,” meanwhile, demonstrates well the features of the holler. 
As Lomax explains in his notes, hollers typically “consist of a two-line stanza in which the singer 
sometimes repeats the first verse two or three times and the last verse once-the whole introduced and 
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followed by long drawn-out moaning or ‘yodling’ or shouting in the tempo and mood of the tune he 
has been singing.”121 The recording contains all of these sonic aspects: each verse has a similar melodic 
contour, but Williams adds his own improvisations, often seemingly in order to fit the mood of the 
text or to accommodate additional syllables of text. Unlike the previous track, however, this recording 
was not made in a real-life laboring situation. Instead, Williams was brought into an empty room at 
the prison where the Lomaxes requested that he sing his holler “just as he would out on the job.”122 
Williams reenacts the scene by interjecting his singing with spoken language with orders to mules 
conjured up either from his imagination or his memory. In the text version below, the two-line stanzas 
in Roman text are sung with a relatively repetitive vocal contour, while the italicized lines are spoken. 
I have retained the choices in text transcription used by Lomax in the liner notes: 
Oh, Lawd, they don’t ’low me to beat ’em; 
Got-a beg along.  
 
Git up, Rhoady123! Cee back there, Dempsey, 
I don't want to kill you this mornin' ... 
  
Oh, Lawd, they don’t ’low me to beat ‘em; 
Got-a beg along.  
 
Tighten up a little bit!  
 
Oh, Lawd, if my good woman had-a been here, good pardner 
I wouldn't a-been here stumblin’ and fallin’, tryin’ to make it back home.  
 
Git up out that mud there! 
Look out there; I'll knock you to your knees correctly!  
 
121 Lomax, “Record Supplement No. 1,” 14. 
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Oh, Lawd, I'm gain' back, good pardner, one day ‘fa’ long,  
I don’t need no tellin’, already know.  
 
Look out there, Dempsey!  
From time to time, Williams also adds a sound to his spoken interjections, likely by clapping his hands 
or slapping his thigh, in order to imitate the whip he would use in a real-world mule-driving situation. 
The sung portions, meanwhile reflect the experiences of an incarcerated man: Williams tells of his 
attempts to get home, expresses his worries about his lover’s resentment, and mocks the prison 
captain. It is this commentary on prison life that appears to motivate the statement with which Lomax 
concludes his notes. For him, Williams’ holler contains “the feeling of the heroic feeling common to 
all laborers.”124 
Although the four recordings selected for the album demonstrate a number of social and 
musical features that Lomax would have considered representative of the folk music of the United 
States, it appears strange, on a first glance, that songs from carceral situations were used in an album 
that was conceived under the auspices of cultural diplomacy. If, as other inter-American ventures at 
the Library of Congress suggest, the idea was to communicate the best of the United States abroad, 
musically and creatively, both “It Makes a Long-Time Man Feel Bad,” and “O Lord, Don’t ’low Me 
to Beat ’em” fit the bill. However, if the idea was to present the United States as directly opposed to 
Nazi Germany and the Axis powers and to create allyship with Latin American countries over a shared 
sense of democracy, equality, and justice, the use of a set of recordings that sonically represent the 
carceral state—as well as the brutal work conditions under which Black incarcerated men labored—
raises issues. In that regard, the mobilization of prison recordings for diplomatic purposes on this 
album recalls the dissonances highlighted in the work of Penny von Eschen and Ingrid Monson who 
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have written on the deployment of jazz as a cultural relations tool by the U.S. government during the 
Cold War.125 Parallels can also be drawn to the more recent use of hip-hop in government-sponsored 
initiatives of cultural exchange across the world discussed in the work of Mark Katz.126 Just as in the 
cases of jazz and hip-hop, the two prison recordings on the album represent musical genres that were 
decried as vulgar and even pathological by many in the United States at the very same time as they 
were being for the purposes of musical diplomacy abroad. Further similarities emerge when we 
consider that in all three cases the musicians who were selected to musically represent the best of the 
United States were not treated as the best of the United States at home and were subject to injustice, 
violence, racism, and disenfranchisement. The reasons behind the use of “It Makes a Long-Time Man 
Feel Bad,” and “O Lord, Don’t ’low Me to Beat ’em”—alongside the two other songs on the album 
begin emerging, however, when we more closely consider contemporaneous understandings of the 
use of folk music for diplomatic purposes, particularly in the inter-American context. 
Most inter-American musical ventures during this period employed classical music as the 
“best” the United States had to offer.127 However, a number of leading intellectuals involved in such 
ventures compellingly argued for the power of folk music to reach wider audiences and to, in fact, be 
a better tool for securing allyship between the United States and the rest of the Americas.128 Among 
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the proponents of this philosophy was Charles Seeger.129 At a 1939 conference on Inter-American 
Relations in the Field of Music—co-sponsored by the State Department’s Division of Cultural 
Relations, the American Council of Learned Societies, the Library of Congress, the Council of 
National Defense, and the Carnegie Corporation—he gave an address titled “The Importance to 
Cultural Understanding of Folk and Popular Music.” In his address Seeger claimed that “when the 
history of music in the new world is written, it will be found that the main concern has been with folk 
and popular music” and that, consequently, folk and popular musics would best serve the diplomatic 
goals of the conference. Working from a relatively narrow definition of “folk music,” which excluded 
include Native American music (classed instead as “primitive music”), Seeger argued: 
What is distinctly American (that is to say, “United-States-of-American”) is to be found neither 
in the music of the American indigenes nor in that of the fine art composers of our day. It is 
to be found in our jazz, swing, hill-billy and “old-time” music. The extent to which we can find 
the work of our fine art composers “American” today is precisely that extent to which they 
seem to have embodied in their work something of the form or content of our folk or popular 
art. I have more than a suspicion that something of this same sort could be said of the music 
of other New World countries.130 
Others at the conference evinced similar ideas about folk music. Although he did not expand on his 
reasons for this assertion, Carleton Sprague Smith—at the time the chief of the music division at the 
New York Public Library—spoke on the necessity of sending resources on folk music—printed 
songbooks and phonograph records—to Latin American countries.131 He also stressed the importance 
of enhancing knowledge in the United States about Latin American music. Meanwhile, R. Nathaniel 
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Dett argued more specifically for the inclusion of Black American folk music in the project. As he put 
it: 
Americans do not know the Negro folk songs…You do not know our music, our music which 
has been the basis of your music, your dance, and now it is prominent with your religious 
music…When you go to Latin American countries, carry along all of the elements which have 
contributed to the advancement of American culture. The small republics are interested to 
know what the minority is doing and how the minority fares. They are themselves minorities 
and the minority question is one of the world’s greatest questions today.132 
Dett argued for the inclusion of Black American folk music in diplomatic projects both due to its large 
influence on the music of the United States and, importantly, due to what he saw as its ability to foster 
connections between marginalized groups in the United States and citizens of Latin American 
countries. Although his description of “the small republics” in Latin America as “minorities” is slightly 
jarring (it does not appear that he is solely referring to Afrodiasporic or indigenous members in these 
countries), Dett’s statement highlights the conviction, held by many others at the time, that folk music 
could be a diplomatic tool not in spite but because it expressed the ideas of those who were suppressed 
and oppressed by mainstream culture. A similar idea was echoed in Seeger’s address, albeit 
accompanied by a somewhat classist conviction that folk music was the only music the majority of 
people in most countries could understand. As Seeger put it: 
Let us also live true to our democratic principles and encourage primarily [emphasis in original] 
the communication of that which is common between the common men of all countries. This, 
in music, must now, and for sometime to come, be done in folk and in popular idioms. For 
these are the only music techniques which the great bulk of all populations can handle. Music 
exists primarily in the making of it. It is my profound conviction that in the music of the 
common man can make is to be found the main substance of the benefit which international 
relations may derive through music.133 
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Seeger’s use of the gendered term “common men” reflects the linguistic conventions of the time, but 
it also suggests an understanding of folk music as masculine. A similar understanding is also revealed 
in the selection of solely recordings by male performers for the 1941 album. 
Although Alan Lomax does not appear to have attended the Conference on Inter-American 
Relations in the Field of Music, he was a close associate of many of those in attendance and he held 
many of the same convictions about the ability of folk music to unite “common men.”134 His 
convictions that allyship between citizens of the United States and those of Latin American countries 
could be forged on the basis of folk music are also expressed in a number of documents he prepared 
for the Archive of American Folk Song in this period. Among them is an untitled memo outlining 
ways in which the Archive could be beneficial to the United States national defense program. Therein, 
Lomax suggests many possible uses for recordings in the archive in the war effort and also expresses 
the urgency of creating radio programs “for Latin American consumption and for inter-American 
consumption.” These programs, he claims, would be successful if they underlined commonalities 
between the United States and Latin American countries. Arguing for a social rather than musical basis 
for these commonalities, Lomax writes: 
I think the design of the programs for Latin America might well be comparative in a great part. Certain 
basic problems are similar: the conquering of wild country, the struggles to free ourselves from a 
colonial position, the experiences of frontiersmen, the influences of African culture elements, and the 
parallel struggle for democracy.135 
 
134 On March 3, 1940, Lomax was asked to be part of a subcommittee on popular and folk music formed at the 
conference and later that year he prepared for this committee his “List of American Folk Songs on Commercial 
Records. See letter by? William Berrien to Alan Lomax, March 3, 1940, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers. 
Box 5, Folder 155. The committee was chaired by Charles Seeger. Its members were Ralph Boggs, Benjamin 
Botkin, Robert Winslow Gordon, George Pullen Jackson, Irma G. LaBasitille and Eleanor Hague. “The List 
of American Folk Songs” was delivered to the State Department for inclusion in the program of the Conference 
of Inter-American Relations in the Field of Music. See letter by Charles A. Thomson to Alan Lomax, September 
10, 1940, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers, Box 5, Folder 161. 
135 Alan Lomax, Untitled Memo, John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers Box 8, Folder 269. 
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In a later section, writing specifically about the use of Black folk music in wartime ventures both at 
home and abroad, Lomax argues that programs on the topic could also be an effective diplomatic tool 
but only if they do “not shun the problems that have faced and still face the Negro people in both 
halves of the hemisphere.” 
In 1941, Lomax expressed ideas similar about musical diplomacy in this memo at a CBS 
conference on radio broadcasting in Mexico City. The conference was part of a series of efforts on 
behalf of CBS to expand their international programming.136 Along with the Golden Gate Quartet and 
Josh White, Lomax gave a presentation that drew on material he had prepared for his radio show Back 
where I Came From.137 Early on during this presentation, he spoke to the audience of the ability of folk 
music to unite: 
The majority of Americans, like most of Latin Americans, are not people of high culture. And 
this is particularly clear within music. Even today, popular music [note: the context suggests 
that Lomax also includes folk music in this category] is still more important for the majority 
of people than the music of Broadway. The same is true in Latin America. The music people 
prefer in both places is that which speaks of everyday problems, passion, desires, etc. They are 
both good democrats. Let’s put them together musically with songs like “Frankie and Johnny” 
and “La cucaracha” and a most of our work will have been done. 
 
One of the first steps is to get the people south of the Rio Grande to understand that we have 
a rich tradition of our own folk songs in the United States, thousands of songs of all kinds, 
 
136 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 167. The increasing reach of CBS programming is evidenced by the fact that by the end 
of 1940, The American School of the Air, its main educational broadcast, was airing in eighteen Latin American 
countries for at least an hour a day. See Gisela Kramer, “How to Do Things with Waves: United States Radio 
and Latin America in the Times of the Good Neighbor,” in Media, Sound, and Culture in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, eds. Alejandra Bronfman and Andrew Grant Wood (University of Pittsburgh Press, 2012), 142, n. 
38. 
137 While the presentation at the conference celebrated the achievements of Black music, Josh White, among 
other Black participants in the conference, encountered a disturbing display of racism at an American-owned 
resort in Mexico. An article in the Daily Worker from September 1941 reported that White and others were 
turned away from the resort. See Bert Robbins, “Blasting Jim Crow with Song,” The Daily Worker (September, 
1941), 7. Robbins, however, remains hopeful about the ability of musicians like White to break down racial 
barriers not only at home but abroad, concluding that “Josh White and his guitar are a great symbol of America, 
singing and fighting her way toward real democracy.” 
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beautiful melodies, rhythmic dances and deep, serious folklore. This is why I have come 
today.138 
Read from a modern vantage point, Lomax’s comments contain problematic assumptions about the 
interests of people both in the United States and in Latin America, as well as their level of “culture.” 
However, along with the statements about the purpose of folk music in international relations 
discussed in the preceding pages, it suggests the reasoning behind the appearance of music performed 
in conditions of incarceration on the 1941 album. Although on the surface the recordings attest to a 
society that is oppressive to many rather than egalitarian, it appears that Lomax, as well as others 
involved in folklore at the time, understood that such recordings expressed a democratic spirit. These 
recordings were, paradoxically, seen by Lomax as good diplomatic tools not in spite of but rather because 
they were the musical products made under social conditions of oppression. It is this aspect of the 
recordings that made them quintessentially “American” and suitable for use in the project of inter-
American cultural diplomacy. 
 
 
138Alan Lomax, “CBS School of the Air Conference in Mexico City, 1941,” John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax 
papers (AFC 1933/001), Box 9, folder 292, translation by Jane Forner. The original Spanish text reads: “La 
mayoría del Americano como la del Latino Americano no es la de una persona de alta cultura, y esto es 
particularmente cierto en el camo de la música. Aun hoy día, la música popular en más importante para la 
generalidad de los hombres que la música de Broadway. Lo mismo es cierto en Latinoamérica (sic). La música 
preferida en ambos partes es aquella que habla de los problemas diarios, las pasiones, los placeres etc. Ambos 
nos buenos demócratas, pongámoslos juntos musicalmente con cantos como Frankie y Johnnie y la Cucaracha 
y se habrá hecho una gran parte del trabajo mejor. 
Uno de los primeros pesos en hacer a la gente del sur del Bravo comprender que témenos una rica tradición de 
canciones folklóricas nuestra en los Estados Unidos, millares de canciones de varios tipos, melodías preciosas, 
danzas de ritmo y profundas canciones folclóricas serias. A eso he venido hoy.” 
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CHAPTER 4 
The Sonic Heritage of Incarceration: 
The Lomax Prison Recordings in the Present 
On December 12, 1947, Walter Jackson recorded a song known as “Tangle Eye Blues” for Alan 
Lomax at the Lambert Camp of Parchman Farm. Jackson was known by his prison nickname “Tangle 
Eye,” which also gives the track his title. The recording begins with the following lines: 
Hmm! Oh Lord! Well, I wonder will I ever get back home? 
Hey! Ooh! Oh Lord, well it must have been the devil that pulled me here, 
Hey, hey, hey, for I’m all down and out. 
 
Hmm! Oh Lord! If I ever get back home, I’ll never do wrong 
If I can just make it home, I won’t do wrong no more 
I won’t do wrong no more.1 
Jackson performs these lines of text—expressions of regret, pain, and nostalgia—without 
accompaniment and his voice wavers during the melismatic elongations on the vowels, creating both 
a confessional and an improvisatory feel in this recording. He punctuates his phrases with long pauses. 
During some of the pauses, the voices of a group of men become audible in the background. It appears 
as if these men are in the process of singing a work song. 2 
Jackson’s recording is, in some ways, sonically anchored in the specific moment and location 
when it was made—not least by the reminder elicited by the background voices that this is a field 
 
1 The recording appears on Negro Prison Songs: Work Songs and Blues, recorded and annotated by Alan Lomax 
(New York: Tradition Records, 1957). 
2 These sounds are clearly audible because, unlike on his earlier trips with his father, in 1947 Alan Lomax was 
recording on reel-to-reel tape, a format that allowed for greater fidelity. The use of this format was essential 
both to anchoring the recordings Lomax collected on this trip more concretely in their prison setting, as well 
as to their transformation into works of art, discussed later in this chapter. 
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recording. It was not made in a quiet studio but rather in the brutal real-life conditions of mid-
twentieth-century Parchman Farm, where Black prisoners were forced into hard labor in the fields 
and where each one of them coped with suffering in a different way, sometimes through song. 
Anchored in the particular moment of December 12, 1947 on Parchman Farm, Walter Jackson’s 
performance is part of a much longer singing tradition: that of the “field holler.” 
In the 1940s, when Jackson sang for Alan Lomax, there were few extant recordings of field 
hollers: soloistic, often improvised, songs that were understood—like much of the music the Lomaxes 
recorded in prisons—as a genre descended from music performed by enslaved Black people and a 
likely part of the origins of the blues. It is the lack of documentation of hollers, in part, that drew the 
Lomaxes to locations like Parchman where the conditions of enslavement were closely replicated and 
prisoners had many of the same reasons to sing while laboring as their enslaved ancestors.3 Even in 
prisons, however, the Lomaxes found such songs only in small numbers. More than the other types 
of music they recorded, hollers seemed to be a genre that harkened back to a quickly disappearing 
past. 
The fact that performances like “Tangle Eye Blues” embodied a combination of the 
antebellum past and the mid-twentieth-century carceral “present” is emphasized not just through their 
sound but also in the written descriptions of such recordings. Late in his life, in his memoir The Land 
 
3 Standalone scholarship on hollers has been relatively sparse in comparison to other genres. Nevertheless, as 
discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, recordings of hollers have been influential to the formation 
of theories of African retentions in Black American music and have been centered in debates blues 
historiography. See, among others Samuel Floyd, The Power of Black Music: Interpreting its History from Africa to the 
United States, (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 46; Sylviane Diouf, Servants of Allah: African 
Muslims Enslaved in the Americas (New York: New York University Press, 1998; Eileen Southern, The Music of 
Black Americans (New York: Norton, 1983), 165; Dena Epstein, Sinful Tunes and Spirituals (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1977), 181–3. For a historiography of holler scholarship see Lorenzo Vanelli, “Between the Blues 




where the Blues Began, Alan Lomax recalled the moment at which he recorded Jackson singing “Tangle 
Eye Blues”: 
[Tangle Eye] had leaned his ax against the live-oak log and, looking wistfully across the Delta 
plain, he sang in a high sweet voice that at times moaned like an oboe, then leapt into liquid 
yodeling cries with the fluidity of Sidney Bechet’s clarinet. The song told Tangle Eye’s story.4 
The moment of the recording is palpable in Lomax’s vivid description and the 1940s setting of this 
scene is further emphasized by the reference to Sidney Bechet. At the same time, Lomax’s text 
contains reverberations of written accounts of field hollers dating from nearly a century prior. Among 
these is one of the earliest known surviving descriptions of a performance in the genre. It appears in 
the volume A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States, a compilation of travelogue-style articles with 
observations on the economic failures of slavery written by the journalist Frederick Law Olmsted for 
the New York Daily Times.5 In a section describing his travels through North Carolina in 1853 Olmsted, 
a white Northerner, tells the story of an evening on which he was waiting on a stopped train for his 
journey to continue. He found “a comfortable, warm passenger-car, and, wrapped in [his] blanket, 
went to sleep.” A little while later, he was woken up by the voices of a group of Black laborers who 
had come to work on the railroad and who “had made a fire, and were enjoying a right merry repast.” 
Olmsted describes what he heard next in the following manner: 
Suddenly, one [of the men] raised such a sound as I never heard before; a long, loud, musical 
shout, rising, and falling, and breaking into falsetto, his voice ringing through the woods in the 
clear, frosty night air, like a bugle-call. As he finished, the melody was caught up by another, 
and then, another, and then, by several in chorus.6 
In Olmsted’s account, the singers are taking a break from work, while in Lomax’s description Jackson 
is singing while laboring in the field at Parchman. However, the two reports bear many similarities. 
 
4 Alan Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993), 275. 
5 Frederick Law Olmsted, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States, with Remarks on their Economy (New York: Dix & 
Edwards, 1856). 
6 Olmsted, A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States, 174. 
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Among them are the descriptions of the singers’ voices: To Lomax, the sound produced by Jackson 
was reminiscent of “an oboe” and “Sidney Bechet’s clarinet.” To Olmsted, the unnamed laborer’s 
voice too recalled the sound of a wind instrument, evoking “a bugle-call.” The attention given to the 
way in which the voices of the singers resonated through the landscape of the South also connects the 
two accounts: “Tangle Eye Blues” echoes “across the Delta plain,” while in Olmsted’s description, 
the voice rings “through the woods in the clear frosty, night air.” Finally, in both cases, the writers 
refer to the sounds they heard as “shouts” or “cries” and they make reference to two comparable 
vocal expressions: “yodeling” and “breaking into falsetto.” These parallels suggest two ways in which 
“Tangle Eye Blues” was tied not only to the reality of life at Parchman Farm during the 1940s but also 
to the past. On a sonic level, Jackson’s performance appears to be clearly linked to the heritage of the 
antebellum field holler. Meanwhile, Lomax’s description of the performance also allies his own work 
and, consequently, the recording he collected to the long history of white fascination with Black music. 
At the same time, there is a key difference between the performance in Olmsted’s text and 
“Tangle Eye Blues.” While the former survives only as a written description—even if this description 
has been influential to those writing on hollers in the years since its publication—the latter has had an 
afterlife that has brought it to locations and times far beyond Parchman Farm in the 1940s. Thus, in 
addition to being linked to a past singing tradition as well as to the “present” in which it was recorded, 
“Tangle Eye Blues” would also come to have a future. Preserved on reel-to-reel tape, the recording 
traveled back north with Lomax where it became part of the folklorist’s growing collection. This trip, 
of course, did not mark the end of the recording’s journeys. While for a number of years Lomax had 
been unable to find a label that would agree to publish selections from his prison music collection in 
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a separate album of their own, in 1957 he struck a deal with Tradition Records, putting “Tangle Eye 
Blues,” alongside other recordings, in wide circulation on a commercial LP.7 
In addition to its history as a commercial recording, owing to its status as an important 
document of cultural and musical heritage, “Tangle Eye Blues” has traveled through a number of 
different archival locations and institutions. When the recording was made in 1947, the materials Alan 
Lomax had collected with his father in the 1930s and early 1940s were already being conserved at the 
Library of Congress.8 Ones made after 1942, the year that Lomax ended his employment at the 
Archive of American Folksong, however, remained in his personal collection, which traveled with him 
as he moved across numerous cities and countries.9 In the 1960s these materials were located in an 
apartment which Lomax rented from Columbia University for the specific purpose of housing his 
archive. They remained there until the 1980s, when they were moved to an archival collection at 
Hunter College’s Fine Arts Building. In 1983, Lomax founded a non-profit foundation called the 
Association for Cultural Equity (ACE), which continues to manage this archive. A 2004 agreement 
between the ACE and the American Folklife Center allowed for the consolidation of their collections. 
Documents and recordings from the ACE were placed in the Alan Lomax Collection at the Library 
of Congress in order to ensure that what Alan had collected on his own after 1942 was able to be 
 
7 Alan Lomax, Negro Prison Songs (Tradition TLP-1020, 1957). The track also appears on Idem., Prison Songs, 
Volume One: Murderous home: historic recordings from Parchman Farm, 1947-48]. On Lomax’s difficulties in publishing 
the prison recordings on LP as a unit before 1957 see John Szwed, Alan Lomax: The Man who Recorded the World 
(New York: Viking Penguin, 2010), 229. 
8 These are the bulk of the materials that are nowadays held in the John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax papers, 
1907–1969, AFC 1933/001, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress. 
9 The details of Lomax’s private archive are summed up on the Association for Cultural Equity website. See 
“The Archive,” accessed January 10, 2021, http://www.culturalequity.org/the-archive/about. See also Szwed, 
Alan Lomax, 383. 
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accessed alongside the vast amount of Lomax family materials already available at the Library.10 The 
board and employees of the ACE have worked to make Lomax’s recordings accessible to audiences 
beyond the traditional channels of print publications, commercial recording releases, and institutional 
archives. They have placed them in an online archive, catalogued them in a number of digital 
repositories, and have also engaged in what Lomax called “cultural feedback,” or what is more 
commonly known today as “repatriation.”11 The ACE identifies their mission as one that aims “to 
reconnect people and communities with their creative heritage.”12 To that end, they have worked to 
take the recordings Lomax made beyond centralized archives, returning them to the places they were 
originally collected, involving the people and communities that produced these materials with 
decisions about their management, and sharing profits with them. 
Thus, recordings like “Tangle Eye Blues” exist in multiple spaces and audiences can access 
them through many modes in a variety of contexts. They continue to circulate in published formats 
as commercial objects, but can also be found in large institutional archives. They reach a global 
audience on the internet, both through social media platforms like YouTube and through digital 
archival repositories, all while attempts are being made to repatriate them to their communities of 
origin across the U.S. South. And although some of the decisions to use the recordings in each of 
these ways have been made by the same individual and institutional agents, each case represents a 
different understanding of the recordings: what they mean, to whom they belong, and what narratives 
can and should be told about them. 
 
10 The materials are now in the Alan Lomax Collection, AFC 2004/004, American Folklife Center, Library of 
Congress. 
11 “About the Association for Cultural Equity,” accessed February 20, 2020, 
http://www.culturalequity.org/ace/ce_ace_index.php. 
12 “Association for Cultural Equity,” accessed February 20, 2020, 
http://www.culturalequity.org/ace/ce_ace_index.php. 
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In this chapter I examine a few of the ways in which the Lomax prison recordings are used and 
circulated in the present day. Turning away from the more traditional dissemination of this music 
through songbooks and commercial recordings, I focus on two methods of archival management that 
largely emerged in the late twentieth century and continue to have a strong cultural impact on 
collections: (1) the use of recordings in open-access digital databases, and (2) the repatriation of 
recordings to their communities of origin. As we will see, these management methods have added to 
the layered meanings these recordings had already acquired over the preceding decades by giving them 
new contexts and putting them in conversation with new audiences. I first discuss the use of these 
recordings in the Global Jukebox, an open-access website, which allows visitors to listen to recordings 
like “Tangle Eye Blues” alongside others made in locations all over the world and to draw connections 
between them. In this context, the prison recordings (alongside the many other types of music in the 
database) are conceived of and presented as part of a cosmopolitan, global heritage, shared by people 
from all over the world. I then turn to two cases—one in Mississippi and the other in Louisiana—in 
which the recordings have returned in various guises to their sites of origin. In these two cases, the 
recordings are conceived of as being part of the local heritage of these regions. As we will see, however, 
the specifics of how this local heritage is envisioned differ in the two cases, thus giving the recordings 
varied meanings and resonances. 
In considering the relatively new methods of archival management discussed in this chapter, I 
ask the following questions: What sort of meanings do they create for the recordings in the present 
day? What sort of debates do these meanings engender? And given that they involve recordings made 
in conditions of incarceration, how do these methods of management shape our memory of the 
prison? As a white, non-incarcerated woman who is writing many decades after this material was first 
recorded and who has had no involvement in its production, it is neither my place nor my intent to 
make claims about the ways in which it should be managed. Rather, my goal is to highlight the 
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multivalent meanings that the Lomax prison recordings, as objects of heritage, hold for various 
individuals, groups, and institutions, as well as the ways that these multivalent meanings continue to 
affect and be affected by the ways the material is managed in the present. Before turning to this 
discussion, however, I will first offer a theoretical reading of the Lomax prison recordings as objects 
of creative heritage and will outline some of the key questions surrounding the use and circulation of 
heritage materials in the present day more broadly. 
Objects of Heritage: Vestiges of the Past in the Present  
A productive concept for reading recordings like the ones made by the Lomaxes can be found in what 
the French historian Pierre Nora has termed lieux de mémoire (“sites of memory”).13 To Nora, a lieu de 
mémoire is “an entity, whether material or non-material in nature, which by dint of human will or the 
work of time has become a symbolic element of the memorial heritage of any community.”14 Lieux de 
mémoire, he argues, arise out of a fear that the real sites of quotidian, social memory preservation—
which he calls milieux de mémoire—are vanishing. Nora sums up the fears that motivate the creation 
and conservation of lieux de mémoire in the following way: 
Lieux de mémoire are fundamentally vestiges, the ultimate embodiments of a commemorative 
consciousness that survives in a history, which, having renounced memory, cries out for it. The 
notion has emerged because society has banished ritual. It is a notion produced, defined, 
established, constructed, decreed, and maintained by the artifice and desire of a society 
fundamentally absorbed by its own transformation and renewal... values the new over the old, 
youth over old age, the future over the past…these are relics of another era, illusions of eternity. 
That is what makes these pious undertakings seem like exercises in nostalgia, sad and lifeless.15 
Although it is difficult to think of the recordings in the Lomaxes’ collection as “sad and lifeless” and 
it is not my intention to position them as such, the underpinnings of their work do evince the 
 
13 Pierre Nora, Realms of Memory: The Construction of the French Past (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996). 
14 Nora, Realms of Memory, xvii. 
15 Nora, Realms of Memory, 6-7. 
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“commemorative consciousness” Nora describes. The Lomaxes were certainly spurred by a fear of 
what life in a society which had “renounced memory” would look and sound like. As discussed earlier 
in this dissertation, their work, like that of many of their contemporaries, emerged out of a desire to 
record and preserve the music of what they understood to be rapidly disappearing cultures.16 While 
the Lomaxes did not simply seek to preserve this music as a static historical document, but rather 
hoped that their work would inspire continued creativity in new generations of folk musicians, much 
of the rhetoric with which they discussed their recordings reflected a preservationist impulse. Their 
worries about the disappearance of culture and their desire to ensure its preservation—ideas present 
in the project from its beginnings—were only amplified in Alan Lomax’s later work. His 1972 article 
titled “Appeal for Cultural Equity” extensively details his thoughts on the importance of documenting 
and popularizing the music of local folk cultures, which received scant attention in centralized media 
channels. In the article Lomax warns his audience against the dangers of a mass culture “grey-out,” 
endangering cultural life all over the globe. If this grey-out was not stopped, Lomax feared it would 
“fill our human skies with the smog of the phoney [sic] and cut the families of men off from a vision 
of their own cultural constellations” thus ensuring “the swift destruction of culture patterns all over 
the planet.”17 It is this fear that motivated Lomax to continue working in folklore long after his father’s 
death, to document cultures, and to ensure that the heritage objects of these cultures were preserved 
 
16 This way of thinking about culture has also been described by historian James Clifford as “the salvage 
paradigm.” See “Of Other Peoples: Beyond the “Salvage Paradigm.” In Discussions in Contemporary Culture, edited 
by Hal Foster, 121-130 (Seattle: Bay Press, 1987). In music, the desire to document styles thought to be 
disappearing has been addressed by a multitude of scholars, notably by Erica Brady in A Spiral Way: How the 
Phonograph Changed Ethnography (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1999). 
17 Alan Lomax, “Appeal for Cultural Equity,” in Alan Lomax: Selected Writings 1934-1997, ed. Ronald D. Cohen 
(New York: Routledge, 2003), 242. 
 212 
and available beyond his lifetime. Likewise, it this notion that largely motivates the ways in which his 
archive is managed in the present.18 
Jonathan Sterne, whose work also informs the first chapter of this dissertation, provides a 
useful lens through which to consider the project of folkloric preservation and its resonance in the 
present. As Sterne points out, archival recordings like those of the Lomaxes are “traces” of the past, 
which gain their value by virtue of being selected and rare remnants of history.19 The past that these 
recordings try to preserve is inescapably gone, as are (due to the difficulties of archival preservation) 
most of its documents, thus making such recordings glimpses into a history of which we can never 
have a full view or, to use Sterne’s words, a history that “is available for present analysis in extremely 
skewed and partial form.”20 Sterne thus presents a theoretical outlook according to which archival 
recordings can be understood as documents that are valuable not necessarily because of the way they 
reflect history, but rather because they speak to our present interpretation of this history. We cannot 
reconstruct the past through such recordings, but the ways in which we use them in the present can 
reveal our current concerns and the ways in which we understand the past. As Sterne puts it, “we 
make use of the traces left behind, interpreting them, imposing our own frameworks and questions, 
 
18 The perpetuation of the practice of salvage ethnography in modern institutions has been explored by James 
Clifford in “Museums as Contact Zones,” an essay in his collection Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late 
Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 188–219. Clifford points out that “the museum, 
usually located in a metropolitan city, is the historical destination for the cultural productions it lovingly and 
authoritatively salvages, cares for, and interprets.” Meanwhile, Trevor Reed has argued that this “salvaging” of 
cultural products in museums and collections has often been harmful to the communities from which it has 
been collected. In particular, he advocates for the “Indigenous right to erase sensitive cultural material held by 
settler institutions.” See Reed, “Indigenous Dignity and the Right to be Forgotten,” Brigham Young University 
Law Review 46.4 (Spring 2021): 1119–1148. 
 
19 Jonathan Sterne, “The Preservation Paradox,” in 21st Century Perspectives on Music, Technology, and Culture, edited 
by Richard Purcell (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 153-166. 
20 Sterne, “The Preservation Paradox,” 164. 
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and making them speak to our present.”21 A similar positioning of archival recordings can be found 
through the work of scholars writing in the field of heritage studies who have also argued that, despite 
their historical origins, heritage objects function primarily for the purposes of the present. David 
Harvey has contended that heritage is “produced by people according to their contemporary concerns 
and experiences,” while Brian Graham and Peter Howard have gone even further, claiming that “the 
study of heritage does not involve a direct engagement with the study of the past. Instead, the contents, 
interpretations and representations of the heritage resource are selected according to the demands of 
the present and, in turn, bequeathed to an imagined future.”22 
And yet, many of the conversations about cultural heritage materials taking place in the present 
day suggest that, while questions about their use do largely involve “the demands of the present,” an 
“engagement with the study of the past” is also implicated in them. In recent years, the present-day 
status and ownership of heritage objects have come under intense debate, much of it centered on two 
central issues: (1) the ways in which such objects were acquired in the past by the individuals and 
institutions that currently own and manage them, and (2) the ways in which they have been used and 
the layered meanings that these uses have produced for them in the years since their acquisition. The 
epicenter of the debate has been largely located in discussions about physical objects that were taken 
by colonial powers from countries under occupation. Such objects currently populate the collections 
of museums in colonizing countries in vast numbers. 
 
21 Sterne, “The Preservation Paradox,” 164. 
22 David Harvey, “Heritage Pasts and Heritage Presents: Temporality, Meaning and the Scope of Heritage 
Studies,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 7.4 (2001): 320; and Brian Graham and Peter Howard, 
“Introduction: Heritage and Identity,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Heritage and Identity, eds. Brian 
Graham and Peter Howard (Bodmin, Cornwall: MPG Books, 2008), 2. 
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Among them is the Musée du Quai Branly, an institution that opened in Paris in 2006 and 
houses objects from North and South America, Africa, Asia, and Oceania.23 The museum’s official 
mission statement argues that it “has an international vocation and pursues an active policy of 
cooperation with the countries from which its collections originate,” as well as that it “has built up a 
culture of exchange based on scientific, cultural and technical cooperation.”24 Still, the materials under 
its ownership and stewardship have been contested by a number of groups and individuals. Some of 
these contestations were advanced even before the museum opened and they focused on the ways in 
which the materials in its collection had been used, understood, and presented in the decades since 
they arrived in France. Part of the objects that are housed in the Quai Branly today were previously 
held in an art museum: the Musée national des arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie (The National Museum of 
African and Oceanic Arts). Others were in the anthropological collections of the Musée de l’homme 
(The Museum of Man). A series of disputes about what these objects constituted: Were they 
anthropological objects that told the stories of the cultures in which they were produced or were they 
works of art? The founders of the Quai Branly largely saw it as their mission to present their collection 
through the lens of fine art. They considered the objects as works of art equal in beauty and status to 
the Western art that populated large museums like the Louvre.25 
For many anthropologists associated with the Musée de l’homme, this stance constituted a 
problem, even if some (Claude Levi-Strauss and Marcel Godelier, among them) defended the new 
museum’s mission. The main point of contention for these anthropologists has been aptly described 
 
23 The history of the museum, as well as the debates surrounding it discussed in this section are present in much 
more detail in Sally Price, Paris Primitive: Jacques Chirac’s Museum on the Quai Branly (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007). 
24 “Missions and Operations: Musée du quai Branly Jacques Chirac,” accessed January 20, 2021, 
https://www.quaibranly.fr/en/missions-and-operations/the-musee-du-quai-branly 
25 Price, Paris Primitive, 90–101. 
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by Sally Price in her monograph Paris Primitive, a rich account of the construction of the museum. As 
Price puts it, many of the anthropologists were concerned about how the “recontextualization 
of…objects from scientific specimens of works of art might be read as the continued proof of the 
power of political and cultural climates to determine the significance of objects that have been stripped 
of their original (native) meanings.”26 In essence, they thought that the objects at the Quai Branly were 
of an anthropological nature and should be therefore given full cultural context when presented to 
audiences. To do otherwise, would be to disrespectfully divorce them from their original cultures. 
Meanwhile, the founders of the Quai Branly saw them as objects of art, which did not need such 
context.  
This original debate was largely quelled by the time the museum opened in 2006. A second point 
of contention with the objects at the Quay Branly has, however, only become more relevant and 
frequently voiced in recent years. Rather than being about how these objects are presented, this second 
point of contention concerns where they are housed. Contestations advanced by activist groups 
involved in this debate have indeed echoed some of the discussions mentioned above about what 
these objects are and what they mean in the present. They have largely focused, however, on a key 
historical moment: the one at which these objects were taken from their countries of origin and 
transported to France. This has been particularly the case for a number of African and African-
descended activists, who have both legally petitioned the French government to return these objects 
and, in the wake of the government’s refusal to do so, have taken action into their own hands. Among 
these activists is Mwazulu Diyabanza who, in June 2020, was part of an organized protest during which 
he removed a nineteenth-century funeral pole from the Quai Branly. In a video of this removal, 
Diyabanza can be heard saying: 
 
26 Price, Paris Primitive, 96. 
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I have come to take back the goods that have been stolen from Africa. It is true that they were 
stolen during the era of colonialism…between 1880 and 1960…. We have the right to come 
and take that which belongs to the African people because it is our heritage and our wealth. 
And it is sitting here in order to bring millions and billions to all of occidental Europe.27 
A few months later, along with four other people who participated in the protest, Diyabanza 
was taken to court. His statements to the media in the weeks surrounding the trial highlight that he 
thought of this dispute as largely being about actions taken in the past. The French government 
understood the objects of the Quai Branly to be legally acquired through the processes of artistic and 
anthropological collection. To Diyabanza, however, this act of “collection” constituted a historical 
theft, which had to be righted. As he put it in an interview with The New York Times: 
The fact that I had to pay my own money to see what had been taken by force, this heritage 
that belonged back home where I come from — that’s when the decision was made to take 
action…There is no ban on an owner taking back his property the moment he comes across 
it.28 
While the trial largely dealt with questions of historical theft, ownership, and restitution, it also echoed 
the previously-discussed debate about the nature of the objects at Quai Branly. Another defendant, 
Julie Djaka, a woman of Congolese descent, addressed the judge with the following words: “For you, 
these are works. For us, these are entities, ritual objects that maintained the order at home, in our 
villages in Africa, that enabled us to do justice.”29 Djaka’s statement suggests that decisions about what 
 
27 ZIANA TV, “Mwazulu Diyabanza Siwa Lemba récupère une statue au Musée du Quai Branly à Paris,” 
YouTube video, 33:09, June 13, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jyjH-ZIvBDo. The quotes that I 
have translated above are excerpted from the segment between 2:16 and 2:50 during which Diyabanza can be 
heard saying: “Je suis venu récupérer les biens volés de l’Afrique. C’est bien qu’ils sont étés volées sous la 
colonisation en 1880…entre 1880 and 1960. Donc, l’Afrique, elle n’était même pas un état. Ils sont venus pour 
des choses qui ne leur appartient pas et ils [les] ont mis dans ce musée pour rapporter des millions et des 
milliards. Ce qui nous appartient, nous appartient. Nous, on a le droit de venir prendre de ce qui appartient au 
people Africain, parce que c’est notre patrimoine, c’est notre richesse. Et c’est ici à apporter des millions et des 
milliards à toute l’Europe occidentale.” 
28 Constant Méheut and Antonella Francini, “France’s Colonial Legacy Is Being Judged in Trial Over African 
Art,” The New York Times, October 1, 2020, A13. 
29 Quoted in Méheut and Francini, “France’s Colonial Legacy Is Being Judged in Trial Over African Art.” 
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should be done with objects of cultural heritage rest on righting historical wrongs, but also on the 
ways that different groups understand the purposes and nature of these objects in the present. 
Questions about past usage, ownership, and present-day restitution abound in art museums. 
This is, in part due to what Diyabanza highlights in his statements: the large amount of funds involved 
in the exchange and sale of objects that are considered to be of artistic value, but also because of 
conflicting interpretations about the heritage of these objects. In his recent book, The Brutish Museums, 
Dan Hicks argues for the repatriation of the many looted materials that populate museums in the 
United Kingdom, among them the Pitt Rivers Museum where he is a curator.30 Early on, he points 
out that “any museum object has a double historicity...its existence before and after the act of 
accession.”31 In his third chapter he further expands on the issue by pointing out the crucial ways in 
which the focus on the history of objects after their arrival to Western institutions can undermine their 
status as objects of heritage in their places of origin before that point. Hicks writes: 
In January 2019, Hartwig Fischer, the director of the British Museum, announced that in his 
view ‘When you move cultural heritage into a museum, you move it out of context. However, 
this shift is also a creative act.’” 
In “the cultural biography of objects’, such an argument runs, each new event is an 
accumulation, so an accession into a museum, like any gift exchanged across cultures or 
between friends, represents another layer added to the life course of a thing; it creates new 
values, coherences, social links and cultural meanings. A generation ago, this use of the idea 
of ‘the social life of things’ became an important analytical tool for the study of material 
culture. But it has come, through sustained use by curators, over time to be used by the press 
officers of Britain’s national museums to distract our attention from, to relativise and thus to 
diminish, claims for the restitution of objects collected during European colonialism, and to 
encourage us in the fallacy that we might ever reasonably think ourselves back to some past 
‘regime of value’ in which wrongful actions might have been okay, in order to justify ongoing 
and unresolved injustices.32 
 
30 Dan Hicks, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution (London: Pluto 
Press, 2020). 
31 Hicks, The Brutish Museums, xiv. 
32 Hicks, The Brutish Museums, 25–26. 
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Like in the case of the Quay Branly, what Hicks describes in the relation to British museums is a 
conflict over two different manners of thinking about heritage objects. In one interpretation (that of 
those arguing for repatriation and restitution), these objects have been stolen from their sites of origin 
and must be returned. In the other (that of those contending objects should he kept in Western 
museums), these objects have now become of a larger, global history and their circulation in the West 
is also considered part of their heritage. Crucially, Hicks highlights how the latter of the two arguments 
can be used as an unethical deterrent to the rightful demands for return and repatriation of these 
objects. His book therefore emphasizes that determining what objects of cultural heritage constitute 
and what is part of their history is not a neutral act of observation and positivist history. Rather, it 
constitutes a highly political statement with real world ramifications. 
The types of objects held in museums like the Quay Branly and the museums discussed by 
Dan Hicks are contested with particular frequency in part because they are irreproducible: they can 
only be in one place at one time. This is, of course, not the case with sound recordings. As we will see 
in the sections that follow, the arguments advanced regarding the Quay Branly case are in many ways 
relevant when it comes to the Lomax collection, their prison recordings included. Among them are 
arguments about what objects in archival and museum collections mean, how they should be 
presented, and who should make decisions about their management. 
A more analogous case, however, is present in a recent lawsuit involving the ownership and 
use of another set of reproducible objects: photographs. In 2019, Tamara Lanier, a Connecticut-born 
woman, brought a case against Harvard University concerning daguerreotype photographs of two 
people that genealogical research had shown to be her ancestors: a man called Renty and his daughter, 
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Delia.33 The photographs were taken in 1850 by the photographer Joseph Thomas Zealy who was, in 
turn, commissioned by the Swiss scientist Louis Agassiz. At the time, Agassiz worked in the field of 
race science and craniology and, as the lawsuit puts it, the photographs were taken as “part of his quest 
to ‘prove’ black people’s inherent biological inferiority and thereby justify their subjugation, 
exploitation, and segregation.”34 The photographs of Renty and Delia currently reside at the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University. Harvard’s current use of these images 
has diverged from the context in which Agassiz originally employed them: in recent years, they have 
been largely used for scholarly enterprises meant to question the historical links between slavery and 
academia. Renty’s photo has appeared on the cover of a Peabody Museum press book titled From Site 
to Sight: Anthropology, Photography, and the Power of Imagery and as promotional material for a conference 
at titled “Universities and Slavery: Bound by History.”35  
In her case against Harvard, however, Lanier argues, that these attempts at reckoning are 
dishonest in light of the fact that the University’s published materials “[omit] the nature of Agassiz’s 
work” and continue to “characterize the photograph as a part of ‘scientific research’ rather than a 
racist and dehumanizing charade.”36 Further, the central issue of the trial is the fact that, despite many 
attempts on Lanier’s part to have the photographs relinquished to her and to the rest of Delia and 
Renty’s descendants, Harvard has refused to do so and has retained the “exclusive right to possess, 
 
33 Tamara Lanier v. President and Fellows of Harvard College aka Harvard Corporation, Harvard Board of 
Overseers, Harvard University, The Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 1:19-cv-10978 (U.S. 
District Court, D. Massachusetts 2019). 
34 Lanier v. Harvard, 1. 
35 See Melissa Banta, From Site to Sight: Anthropology, Photography, and the Power of Imagery (Cambridge, MA: Peabody 
Museum Press, Harvard University, 2017); “Universities and Slavery: Bound by History,” accessed February 1, 
2021, https://www.radcliffe.harvard.edu/event/2017-universities-and-slavery-conference. 
36 Lanier v. Harvard, 18. 
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restrict access to, and profit” from them.37 As Lanier argues in the trial brief, by refusing her access to 
the photos the University “is perpetuating the systematic subversion of black property rights that 
began during slavery and continued for a century thereafter” and “is shamelessly capitalizing on the 
intentional damage done to black Americans’ genealogy by a century’s worth of policies that forcibly 
separated families, erased slaves’ family names, withheld birth and death records, and criminalized 
literacy.”38 Crucially, she argues that through this “Renty and Delia remain enslaved in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts.”39 To Lanier, therefore, the historical wrong of slavery is not only erased by Harvard’s 
present actions, but is rather perpetuated by them. Lanier’s claim was dismissed in March 2021, but 
the case once again emphasizes the degree to which debates surrounding the current ownership of 
archival materials are based on a combination of factors involving both the past and the present.40 The 
disagreements between the various individuals and institutions that claim ownership rights to such 
materials (in this case, Lanier and Harvard) are centered on the ways in which the purposes for which 
the materials were collected in the past should be acknowledged, as well as about the ways in which 
reparations can be made in the present for a violent and unjust past. 
With this, let us now turn to the question of recordings. Like the photos addressed in Lanier’s 
case against Harvard, sound recordings are replicable objects. And, like in Lanier v. Harvard, discussions 
around their reclamation have involved numerous individuals, activist groups, and institutions. This 
has particularly been the case when it comes to recordings collected by anthropologists, 
ethnomusicologists, and folklorists featuring performances by members of North American 
 
37 Lanier v. Harvard, 2. 
38 Lanier v. Harvard, 2. 
39 Lanier v. Harvard, 2 
40 Anemona Hartocollis, “Images of Slaves Are Property of Harvard, Not a Descendant, Judge Rules,” The New 
York Times, March 4, 2021, A13. 
 221 
Indigenous communities. In recent years many sonic archives have been petitioned by Indigenous 
communities who have asked them to relinquish the recordings in their collections and, in a number 
of cases, repatriation initiatives between these sonic archives and communities of origin have been 
undertaken. Still, as Indigenous scholars and community members point out in increasing numbers, 
for these reparation initiatives to be truly equitable, archival institutions have to relinquish not only 
access but control. That is, they must let go of the tendency to view the recordings in their possession 
as relics that must be safeguarded in a centralized location so that scholars and communities can mine 
them for evidence of a lost past. Rather, archives must understand these recordings as objects that are 
meaningful to their communities of origin in the present and as objects that should be managed 
according to the currently-existing laws and desires of these communities.  
To this end, in his work on the repatriation of Hopi songs in Arizona, Trevor Reed has argued 
that repatriation must involve an acknowledgment of historical wrongs on the part of the archive but 
also, crucially, a turn away from the historically embedded practices of collection and ownership that 
created these archives in the first place. As he puts it, “archives, and ultimately the settler state, 
must…deal with Indigenous claims on their own terms rather than sidestepping them by means of 
reference to the Enlightenment-derived notions of ownership and circulation embedded in property 
law.”41 Robin R. R. Gray has voiced similar ideas in her writing on the work she has done alongside 
other Ts’msyen from Lax Kw’alaams to regain access and control of recordings in the Laura Boulton 
Collection of Traditional and Liturgical Music at Columbia University. Gray writes: “Indigenous 
peoples are not asking for rights from settler institutions; rather, we are requesting that institutions 
and individuals give up their bogusly held rights to ensure repatriation.”42  
 
41 Trevor Reed, “Reclaiming Ownership of the Indigenous Voice: The Hopi Music Repatriation Project,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Music Repatriation, 647. 
42 Gray, “Ts’msyen Revolution,” 72. 
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These issues have also been highlighted in the work of non-indigenous archivists and scholars 
many of whom have called attention to ways in which the historical origins and embedded of readings 
of the collections that they manage persist to the present day and thus require examination. Aaron 
Fox has argued that folkloric and ethnographic archives function as “war memorials” reliant on a 
colonial mentality and, as such, raise issues not easily erased by the utopian promise of repatriation.43 
Leaving the history of the acquisition of materials and their constitution as an archive unexamined, 
according to Fox, creates a reality in which “repatriation as a form of compensation…perpetuates and 
naturalizes a structural legitimation of the alienation of rights inherent in the manner in which 
[ethnographic] archives were assembled and aggregated over the course of the twentieth century in 
the first place.”44 Like the other cases of ownership and restitution discussed in this section, the 
contestation of these recordings involves dealing with a historical wrong (in this case, settler 
colonialism and the ethnomusicological archival practices that emerged from it), as well as engaging 
with present-day understandings of ownership in communities of origin.  
Although the Lomax prison recordings have certainly been contentious ground in both 
scholarly and popular literature, to my knowledge, their ownership has not been publicly contested by 
their communities of origin to the same degree as the materials discussed above. As I have suggested 
in this section, the recordings, as objects of heritage can be thought of as vestiges of a past which 
speak both to the ways in which they have been historically collected and used and to the ways in 
which a variety of individuals, organizations, and communities understand their history in the present. 
Part of the difficulty in working with these recordings, however comes from the very fact that they 
were collected in prisons. Like enslavement and colonialism, incarceration—both historically and in 
 
43 Aaron Fox, “The Archive of the Archive,” in The Routledge Companion to Cultural Property, eds. Jane Anderson 
and Haidy Geismar (New York: Routledge, 2017), 196. 
44 Fox, “The Archive of the Archive,” 196. 
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the present—dispossesses, attempts to erase heritage, and severs ties between individuals. This has 
been underlined in the work of a number of theorists of the prison who, in turn, draw on Orlando 
Patterson’s concept of “social death” under the conditions of slavery. In Slavery and Social Death, an 
influential 1982 work that compares the effects of enslavement across a variety of different cultures 
and times, Patterson describes the ways in which enslaved people are alienated from their rights and 
excluded from the social order.45 He suggests ways in which slavery dispossesses individuals not only 
of their rights and freedoms, but also of their connections to each other and their heritage. Patterson 
writes: 
Not only was the slave denied all claims on, and obligations to, his parents and living blood 
relations but, by extension, all such claims and obligations on his more remote ancestors and 
on his descendants. He was truly a genealogical isolate. Formally isolated in his social relations 
with those who lived, he also was culturally isolated from the social heritage of his ancestors. 
He had a past, to be sure. But a past is not a heritage. Everything has a history, including sticks 
and stones. Slaves differed from other human beings in that they were not allowed freely to 
integrate the experience of their ancestors into their lives, to inform their understanding of 
social reality with the inherited meanings of their natural forebears, or to anchor the living 
present in any conscious community of memory. That they reached back for the past, as they 
reached out for the related living, there can be no doubt. Unlike other persons, doing so meant 
struggling with and penetrating the iron curtain of the master, his community, his laws, his 
policemen or patrollers, and his heritage.46 
Given the alienation of rights and the severing of familial connections created by incarceration, it is 
unsurprising that the concept of “social death” has been taken up by scholars writing about the 
prison.47 Among them is Loïc Wacquant who tells us that “just as bondage imposed ‘social death’ on 
imported African captives and their descendants, mass incarceration induces civic death for those it 
 
45 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 
1982). 
46 Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, 5. 
47 Giorgio Agamben’s use of the term homo sacer to describe highly dispossessed people, although sometimes 
controversial, has also been very influential to scholars of incarceration. In Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare 
Life (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), Agamben writes that dispossessed people, prisoners included, 
are “lacking almost all the rights and expectations that we characteristically attribute to human existence, and 
yet were still biologically alive” Thus, “they came to be situated at a limit zone between life and death, inside 
and outside, in which they were no longer anything but bare life.” 
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ensnares.”48 To Wacquant, this civic death excludes prisoners from society in three principal ways: 
They are “denied access to valued cultural capital,” “systematically excluded from social redistribution 
and public aid,” and “banned from political participation via ‘criminal disenfranchisement’.”49 
Meanwhile, Joshua M. Price has argued that “formerly incarcerated people are banned beings [who] 
live as the resident excluded, second-class citizens in a society that denies it has a hierarchy in 
citizenship.”50 He also echoes Patterson in identifying the prison as a site for severing familial 
connections: “social death involves rupturing precisely those ties to people who might otherwise 
accompany and support the formerly incarcerated.51 
This issue, compounded with archival practices typical to the period in which the Lomaxes 
worked, has presented challenges to the equitable use of this music. First, the archival metadata 
accompanying music performed by groups from the Lomaxes’ early recording trips often does not 
feature the names of the singers. And while the names of solo performers were generally written down, 
the Lomaxes often used prison nicknames to refer to them. In The Land where the Blues Began, Alan 
Lomax details the reasons behind this choice, describing such nicknames as “[assertions] of the 
deathless singularity of an individual in the seething anonymity of the prison farms,” and argues that 
using them “helped to shield a personality from extinction, maintaining the man’s privacy by keeping 
his real name out of prison currency.”52 Lomax’s statement highlights a key issue emerging from the 
conditions of incarceration in which the people who made the recordings lived. It is possible that 
 
48 Loïc Wacquant, “From Slavery to Mass Incarceration: Rethinking the ‘Race Question’ in the U.S.,” New Left 
Review 13 (January/February 2002): 57. 
49 Wacquant, “From Slavery to Mass Incarceration,” 57. 
50 Joshua M. Price. Prison and Social Death (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2015), 115. 
51 Price, Prison and Social Death, 117.  
52 Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began, 272. 
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some of them might not even have wanted to publicly acknowledge that they sang for the Lomaxes 
because to do so would be to advertise the fact that they were incarcerated. This is an example of yet 
another way in which the carceral system works to dispossess individuals from their own cultural 
production and heritage: through shame and the threat of exclusion from society even upon release. 
Alan Lomax began striking contracts with many of the individuals whom he recorded, thus 
allowing present-day archivists easy access to their names and identifying information.53 A 1942 piece 
of correspondence between two Library of Congress administrators— Harold Spivacke and Verner 
W. Clapp—discusses Lomax’s support for the practice of reimbursing singers but also highlights the 
fact that the carceral system made it difficult to locate these singers years later in order to confirm 
their rights to the recordings they made: 
I have asked Mr. Lomax to prepare a memorandum justifying this practice [of reimbursing 
singers], which you fill find attached. I am inclined to agree with Mr. Lomax’s viewpoint. I 
should like to point out, however, that Mr. Lomax indicates that some of the singers did make 
reservations with regard to the pressing of their records. He assured me, however, that he had 
obtained definite releases from the singers who made such reservations and that the matter 
was never discussed with the prisoners who cannot be located at present or by the few 
anonymous performers whose names we do not even know.54 
Thus, even in cases where legal names were used and contracts were made, the haphazard nature of 
early twentieth-century prison documentation can make it difficult to locate individuals or their 
 
53 Lomax’s ideas about copyright and remuneration are more fully outlined in Szwed, Alan Lomax, 292–296. 
Szwed also discusses Lomax’s dismay at the British singer Lonnie Donegan’s false copyright of songs by Lead 
Belly and Kelly Pace (who had taught Lead Belly the songs in the first place). Lomax was able to settle the issue 
out of court and to acquire financial remuneration Martha Promise, Leadbelly’s widow. This case is described 
in a letter from Alan Lomax to Gershon Legman, September 23, 1960. American Folklife Center, Library of 
Congress, Alan Lomax Collection, AFC 2004/004: MS 04.02.23. Lomax writes: “I think that it will be accepted 
that both the collector and the singer should be recognized when their variants are used on a recording, that 
the record companies will pay over at least a share of the royalties to them.” further details on the case and on 
Lomax’s ideas about copyright are provided in draft of an article on copyright by Alan Lomax in the same 
folder. 
54 Harold Spivacke to Verner W. Clapp, July, 1942, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, John A. 
Lomax and Alan Lomax papers, 1932-1968, Box 6, Folder 183. 
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descendants in order to share the profits of the recordings they made with them.55  
The prospect of reconnecting this music with the people currently incarcerated in the prisons 
in which it was originally recorded is equally fraught. The historical distance between the time when 
these materials were collected and the present day compounds the problems discussed above. Both 
the people featured on the recordings and those who knew them in prison are, in most cases, long 
gone and the people incarcerated at the same prisons in the present day might not consider themselves 
to be bearers of the cultural heritage these recordings constitute. Further, although the incarcerated 
people whom the Lomaxes recorded did have experiences in common, they constituted a community 
artificially created from without through the powers of state control and did not necessarily share a 
unified cultural heritage. Finally, connecting the recordings with prison communities would necessitate 
collaborating with the modern prison system whose role in the outsized incarceration of the American 
population, and particularly of Black Americans under a regime that Michelle Alexander has famously 
dubbed “the new Jim Crow,” makes the possibility of ethical repatriation inside prisons difficult.56 
In this section I have outlined some of the key issues surrounding the use of heritage materials 
like the recordings the Lomaxes collected in prisons. Among them are the many layered meanings the 
materials have acquired since they were first collected, as well as the differing ways in which the 
archival institutions that hold these materials and their communities of origin understand them. The 
questions outlined here are particularly at issue when it comes to materials collected from those who 
were or are dispossessed of their rights, including people under the conditions of colonialism, 
enslavement, and imprisonment.  
 
55 Nathan Salzburg, conversation with author, September 6, 2018. 
56 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (New York: The New Press, 
2012). 
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In light of this issue, in the remainder of this chapter, I combine the two ways of conceiving 
of heritage described this section—one as a product that responds to the concerns and demands of 
the present, and the other as a product of a layered and contested past. In the sections that follow, I 
apply them to current projects involving the Lomax prison recordings and ask: How are the founding 
logics of the archive being perpetuated by current practices? What are the contemporary concerns 
affecting the use of these materials as objects of heritage today? What vision for the future do they 
project? I argue that in a present reality in which prisoners continue to have a role in producing objects 
of cultural and commercial value under oppressive conditions but receive scant remuneration and 
recognition, it is both difficult and vital to think about the ways that the Lomax recordings, so 
influential to the cultural memory of the prison in America, are being used in ways that both reflect 
the conditions of the present day and reproduce logics embedded in the historical assemblage and use 
of an archival collection of prison music. 
The Global Jukebox: U.S. Prison Music as World Heritage 
In the late twentieth and early twenty-first century two interrelated phenomena have had a particularly 
strong influence on archival practices: (1) the relative ease of digitization and circulation of materials 
and (2) the contemporary politics of open access. As anthropologist Haidy Geismar has put it, these 
phenomena have created “a particular kind of (market) logic in which heritage artifacts…should be 
able to circulate comfortably without restriction.”⁠57 The Association for Cultural Equity (ACE)— in 
its role of a contemporary institution involved in the archiving and management of cultural heritage—
has been strongly shaped by the type of logic Geismar describes. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 
the ACE manages the rights for the recordings that Alan Lomax made after 1942, including ones from 
 
57 Haidy Geismar, “Anthropology and Heritage Regimes” in Annual Review of Anthropology 44 (2015): 71-85. 
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his visits to the Mississippi State Penitentiary (Parchman Farm) in 1947, 1948, and 1959. The ACE 
board and employees have worked to make these recordings accessible to audiences not only by 
circulating them through the traditional channels of print publications and commercial recording 
releases, but also by placing them in an online archive and publishing them to a variety of social media 
platforms. In 2010 the ACE received a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities to 
produce the Global Jukebox, a database project that Lomax had envisioned since the 1980s but had 
been unable to fully realize in his lifetime. With the help of the additional funding from the NEH, the 
database has become source material for an interactive website that features digital versions of Alan 
Lomax’s recordings of performers from all over the world, as well as ones contributed to him by other 
ethnographers for his research on cantometrics, a comparative, taxonomical method for the 
classification of folk singing, which underpins the Global Jukebox project.58 
In this section, I examine the Global Jukebox by giving particular attention to the role of the 
prison recordings on this open-access globally available database. I argue that the experience that is 
afforded to visitors of the website perpetuates some of the readings of these recordings expressed in 
Lomax’s written work, all while creating space for novel understandings of this music in the present. 
As we will see, Lomax’s conception of prison ethnography and his manner of understanding the work 
he did in prisons early on in his career were influential to his later conception of the Global Jukebox. 
Consequently, his way of thinking about incarcerated people and their cultural production is in some 
ways embedded in the website. At the same time, however, the placement of the Lomax prison 
recordings in a world context on the Global Jukebox suggests new ways of thinking about this material. 
I first introduce readers to the Global Jukebox project and briefly discuss Lomax’s related work on 
 
58 The principal tenets of cantometrics, as well as the recordings used for the research that Lomax and his 
collaborators did on this project are outlined in Alan Lomax, Cantometrics: An Approach to the Anthropology of Music 
(Berkeley: University of California Extension Media Center, 1976). 
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cantometrics. Next, I explore the influence of Lomax’s early prison work on these two later projects 
and show that his thinking about incarcerated people and their cultural production still very much 
affects the way that the recordings are presented on the website. I then take a deeper look into one 
particular recording, “Early in the Mornin’,” a work song performed for Lomax at Parchman Farm in 
1947 by Benny Will “22” Richardson accompanied by three other prisoners, “Little Red,” Walter 
“Tangle-Eye” Jackson, and Willy “Hard Hat” Lacey. I explore the song in the context of the Global 
Jukebox and point out ways in which its presentation reflects both Lomax’s influence and suggests 
new conceptions of this specific recording and of recordings by prisoners more broadly. 
Let us begin by considering the Global Jukebox’s current iteration, the possibilities it affords its 
visitors, and the ways it presents its materials. The ACE describes the website is “a work in progress” 
and it is, indeed, frequently updated.59 For the most part, however, all of the Jukebox’s iterations have 
offered users two principal modes of accessing the recordings in its database.60 If the first of these is 
selected, a wheel comes into view (figure 4.1). In the center ring of this wheel are laid out a series of 
labels, each of them meant to describe a large-scale cultural category. Some of these categories 
correspond with regions of the world, such as “Mainland South East Asia,” but others, such as 
“African Peoples,” are based on cross-regional diasporic identities. The outer rings of the wheel 
splinter further and further into sections that represent increasingly specific and local cultural 
categories. By clicking on one of the sections of the outermost ring of the wheel, users can access all 
the recordings in the database that have been categorized as belonging to the cultural category the 
section denotes. 
 
59 “Association for Cultural Equity: The Global Jukebox,” accessed February 20, 2021, 
http://www.culturalequity.org/resources/gjb. 
60 “The Global Jukebox,” accessed February 20, 2021, https://theglobaljukebox.org. 
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Figure 4.1. The Global Jukebox: Wheel View 
In this interface, regions are arranged by rough geographical proximity to each other. Different 
sections of the wheel are, however, sometimes shaded in the same color, thereby suggesting 
connections between them. These connections are based on the organizational method of Lomax’s 
earlier Jukebox prototype, which he created in the 1980s, but never published.61 The prototype, in 
turn, drew on the analytical conclusions of cantometrics, a system that Lomax began to devise in the 
1950s with the goal of classifying and comparing the world’s folk music.62 For the purposes of this 
system, Lomax, along with numerous associates including the anthropologist Conrad Arensberg and 
the musicologist Victor Grauer, devised a series of thirty-seven musical characteristics for the 
description and analysis of folk songs.63 Using a large sample of recordings that he had collected over 
 
61 The many documents of Lomax’s prototype are now housed in the Performance Style and Culture Research 
Records, part of the Alan Lomax Collection (AFC 2004/004), American Folklife Center, Library of Congress. 
62 A summary of cantometrics, its methods, and conclusions is available in Patrick E. Savage, “Alan Lomax’s 
Cantometrics Project: A Comprehensive Review,” Music and Science 1 (2018): 1-19. 
63 A series of recent articles by Anna Lomax Wood, Alan Lomax’s daughter and the current president of the 
ACE, discuss Lomax’s many collaborators in the project and their individual contributions. See Anna Lomax 
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the years, as well as ones that fellow ethnomusicologists and folklorists had sent to him for the 
purposes of the project, Lomax and his collaborators then compared songs from all over the world 
based on these thirty-seven characteristics. The similarities they identified during their analyses led 
them to envision a world that was split into ten folk song stylistic regions, which, in turn belonged to 
what Lomax called “four supra-continental style horizons.”64 The colors on the wheel view of the 
website represent these categorizations. For instance, as figure 4.1 shows, the sections labeled 
“Northern America” (a region whose samples the database come mostly from Canadian First Nations 
and Native American cultures), “Mainland South East Asia,” and “Island South East Asia” are all 
shaded in magenta. Despite the fact that this label does not appear on the wheel, the folk production 
in these three parts of the world was part of what was termed the “Circum-pacific” region cantometrics 
terminology. Like the other regions Lomax and his associates identified, the “Circum-pacific” region 
was based not strictly on geographical proximity, but on large-scale musical similarities identified 
during the process of folk song analysis.65 These cross-regional connections are more evident in the 
second way of accessing the database, through an interactive map (figure 4.2). Here, circles mark 
regions in which particular musical performances in the database were recorded and, when a circle is 
selected, lines connecting it to other ones on the map show links between recordings that Lomax and 
his associates identified as being similar. 
 
Wood, “‘Like a Cry from the Heart’: An Insider’s View of the Genesis of Alan Lomax’s Ideas and the Legacy 
of His Research: Part I,” Ethnomusicology 62.2 (Summer 2018): 230-264; Idem., “Like a Cry from the Heart: Part 
II,” Ethnomusicology 62.3 (Fall 2018): 403–438. 
64 Alan Lomax, “Appeal for Cultural Equity,” 288. 
65 A full discussion of the cantometrics project is beyond the scope of this dissertation. The project’s principal 
conclusions and methods of analysis are detailed in Lomax, Cantometrics.  
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Figure 4.2 The Global Jukebox: Map View 
The connections that Lomax found by comparing music from disparate parts of the world 
during his cantometrics research are what underpins the website and, as such, it is worth investigating 
the large-scale conclusions about music, culture, and about the purpose of comparative folklore 
research to which his analyses led him. Patrick E. Savage, a musicologist who has been involved with 
the current iteration of the Jukebox, has identified two principal conclusions in Lomax’s cantometrics 
work.66 First, through this work, Lomax came to believe that the presence of similar styles of music in 
different parts of the world could be read as evidence of migratory patterns. Music, being passed down 
from person to person in a local culture and then brought to new locations as people moved around 
the world could, in Lomax’s view, be a tool for the study of deep history and genealogy. Second, the 
similarities Lomax found between songs from distant locations convinced him more than ever that 
 
66 Savage, “Alan Lomax’s Cantometrics.” 
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music responds to social conditions and that music that exists in similar social situations exhibits 
similar characteristics. He theorized, for instance, that song performances in societies characterized 
by a high level of sexual repression featured a more constrained vocal tone than ones from societies 
in which there was a larger range of permissible sexual behaviors.67 Through this, Lomax came to 
believe that the study of folk song and style on a global scale can provide researchers with information 
about social structure in different parts of the world. As he put it in a 1954 letter, the conclusions of 
cantometrics suggested to him that “folk music can become a historical touchstone like the radioactive 
substances studied by geologists”68  
Lomax’s analyses and their conclusions have received pushback from folklorists, 
ethnomusicologists, and musicologists and, in the years since they were published, have often been 
characterized as outdated, obscure, or exoticizing in their attempts to make large-scale generalizations 
about culture. 69 The website, all while being based in Lomax’s cantometrics research, has modernized 
and made more comprehensible some of his conclusions. As such, it is in some ways a reflection not 
as much of Lomax’s detailed conclusions about the specific connections between cultures, but rather 
of his wider, more general hopes for his cantometrics project: That it would show the need for, in his 
words, “a multi-culture, a world in which many civilizations, each with its own supporting systems of 
education and communication, can live.”70 These hopes are, in turn, reflected in the description of the 
 
67 Alan Lomax, “Folk Song Style: Notes on a Systematic Approach to the Study of Folk Song,” Journal of the 
International Folk Music Council 8 (1956): 48–50. 
68 Szwed, Alan Lomax, 285-287. 
69 Among the best-known criticisms of the system include Bruno Nettl, “Literature, Art, and Music: Folk Song 
Style and Culture,” American Anthropologist 72.2 (1970): 438–41; Kenneth A. Wolfe, “The Evolutionary 
Taxonomy of Culture,” Letter to the editor. Science 180 (1973): 907; and Steven Feld, “Sound Structure as Social 
Structure,” Ethnomusicology 28.3 (1984): 383–409. For a more extensive account of critiques of Cantometrics, 
see Lomax Wood, “‘Like a Cry from the Heart’: Part II.” 
70 Lomax, “Appeal for Cultural Equity,” 283. 
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website, which frames the Jukebox as “a space to connect with our deep heritage through the 
astonishingly diverse and beautiful expressive arts of singing, dancing and conversing from every 
corner of the world.”71 
Lomax’s work on the projects described in the preceding paragraphs did not, for the most 
part, temporally coincide with his work in prisons. He began devising cantometrics in the 1950s and 
did not conceive of the Global Jukebox prototype until the 1970s. During this period of his life, he 
only recorded in a prison once: in 1959 at Parchman Farm. Still, despite the fact that these two periods 
of his career barely coincided, the influence of his prison work on cantometrics and therefore on the 
Global Jukebox should not be discounted. Therefore, let us consider the role that Lomax’s conception 
of prison music in the two principal conclusions of the cantometrics project identified by Patrick 
Savage: (1) the idea that migrational patterns can be traced through music, and (2) the notion that the 
way music sounds and is performed is a symptom of the social conditions in which it is created. 
For Lomax, the idea that music can reflect migrational patterns of thinking originated early 
on. In a series of articles recently published in Ethnomusicology, Anna Lomax Wood has shown that it 
is during this time that Lomax’s attention was first drawn to what he heard as drastically different 
singing and performance styles among different cultures. As she puts it: 
As a young man helping his father to build a corpus of folk songs for the Library of Congress in the 
1930s, Lomax was struck by the contrasts in emotional tone and delivery that he heard in the singing 
of blacks, whites, and Mexican Americans and in different regions of the country. He sought 
explanations in the comparative musicology of Curt Sachs and of George Herzog, with whom he 
studied at Columbia in the late 1930s. As he studied the works of preceding generations of folklorists 
and older colleagues—Melville Herskovits was of course a major influence—Lomax began to see these 
New World musical styles as regionally based historical traditions transplanted from Africa, South 
America, and the British Isles, transforming themselves into catalyzing cultural forces in the Americas.72  
 
71 “The Global Jukebox,” accessed Sept. 17, 2018, https://theglobaljukebox.org. 
72 Lomax Wood, “‘Like a Cry from the Heart’,” 234. 
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In his view, the music performed by singers in the segregated prisons of the South whom he recorded 
with his father was connected not only to the traditions of enslaved Black people in the United States, 
but to a longer heritage of song harkening to the parts of Africa from which their ancestors were 
kidnapped and forcibly brought to North America.  
During this period, the debate about the retentions of an African heritage in Black American 
culture and music was wide-ranging and involved both Black and white scholars: Melville Herskovits, 
Alain Locke, and Zora Neale Hurston, among them.73 And, in the years since, it has resonated in the 
work of Paul Gilroy, Samuel Floyd, Olly Wilson, Sterling Stuckey, Portia Maultsby, John Szwed, and 
David F. Garcia, just to name a few.74 It is outside the scope of my intentions in this chapter to enter 
into this debate. Rather, what I would like to consider are the connections that the Lomaxes drew 
between the music they recorded in prisons and the idea of an African musical past, what these 
connections say about the Lomaxes’ understanding of incarceration, and how these understandings 
continue to be reflected in the Global Jukebox. 
The conception of the prison as a site where African heritage was preserved appears in the 
Lomaxes’ writing early on. During the concert for the 75th anniversary of the Emancipation 
Proclamation, which was discussed in the previous chapter, Alan Lomax characterized the prison 
 
73 Melville Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past (New York: Harper, 1941); Alain Locke, “The Art of the 
Ancestors,” Survey Graphic 6.6. (March 1925): 673. 
74 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1993). Samuel Floyd, The Power of Black Music: Interpreting its History from Africa to the United States, (New York; 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). Olly Wilson, “The Significance of the Relationship Between Afro- 
American Music and West African Music,” The Black Perspective in Music 2.1 (Spring 1974): 3–22; Sterling 
Stuckey, Going Through the Storm: The Influence of African American Art in History. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1994); Portia Maultsby, “Africanisms in African American Music,” in A Turbulent Voyage: Readings in African 
American Studies, ed. Floyd W. Hayes III (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 156–176; John Szwed, 
Crossovers: Essays on Race, Music, and American Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005); 
David F. Garcia, Listening for Africa: Freedom, Modernity, and the Logic of Black Music’s African Origins (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2017). 
74 Lomax, “Reels and Work Songs,” in Alan Lomax: Selected Writings, 69. 
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recordings that played for the audience as “work songs sung in rhythmic labor activity in Africa, later 
under slavery, and, finally, on construction jobs all across the South.”75 And a 1935 letter from the 
folklorist Phillips Barry suggests that the Lomaxes were not the only ones who evinced this 
understanding. Writing to the Lomaxes in order to recommend George Herzog as the transcriber and 
musical consultant of their upcoming book on Lead Belly, he cautioned them that “one should be on 
the lookout for possible African inheritance” in Lead Belly’s songs and concluded that “as Dr. Herzog 
has had wide experience in recording native music in Africa, there is no one better equipped to 
transcribe the records for you, and to catch any elusive Africanisms that might escape the attention of 
a person, who, however well trained, has not the advantages of his work in the African field.”76 
Although Lomax frequently mentioned the connections between the music he recorded in 
prisons and African music in his speeches and writings, the link is perhaps made most explicit on Roots 
of the Blues, a 1977 album he produced and compiled.77 The opening track of the album consists not of 
a single recording, but rather of two separate ones woven together. Both recordings are of field hollers. 
The first was sung by Henry Ratcliff, a prisoner at Camp 7 of Parchman Farm whom Lomax recorded 
in September 1959. The second holler is by Bakari Badji, a man who sang in a rice-field in Senegal and 
was recorded by the anthropologist David Sapir around 1960. The track shows the remarkable 
similarities between the two performances and, consequently, between hollers in Africa and the United 
States. As Lomax puts it, the recording “sounds like a conversation between second cousins over a 
back-yard fence, and provides positive aural evidence that, in spite of time and change of language 
 
75 Lomax, “Reels and Work Songs,” in Alan Lomax: Selected Writings, 69. 
76 Phillips Barry to John Lomax, November 23, 1934, John Avery Lomax Family Papers, University of Texas, 
Austin, Box 3D171, Folder 1. 
77 Roots of the Blues, New World Records DIDX 010765, 1977, LP. 
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and setting, the whole spirit of West Africa still flourishes in the USA and that the roots of the blues 
are African.”78  
A more direct explanation of the reasons why Alan Lomax understood there to be a connection 
between Africa and the prison is expressed in The Land where the Blues Began.79 In a section on his prison 
work, Lomax describes the commonalities between the songs of the prisoners whom he recorded and 
(a highly fictionalized vision of) African music: 
In the burning hell of the penitentiaries the old comforting, healing, communal sprit of African 
signing cooled the souls of the toiling, sweating prisoners and made them, as long as the singing 
lasted, consolingly and powerfully one. The habit of group singing throughout all activities is 
the very core of African tradition. Africa’s great rivers were navigated by chanting paddlers. 
Gangs of singing axmen, with drummers moving in close to spur them on with hot licks, cleared 
garden spots in the African jungle. Teams of helpful women slapped clay floors slick and hard 
or brought in their neighbors’ harvests with song. Black Saharans crooned to their groaning 
dromedaries.80 
And later on, in a discussion of field talking about hollers, he writes: 
Most black African music—in Africa and in the New World—is highly rhythmic, group-
performed and sanguine in tone. The solo lamentation is important only in the ones of total 
tyranny, such as Mississippi, the kingdoms of Africa, and the empires of Eurasia, where the 
individual—helpless to resist the tax collectors, the recruiting sergeants, the rabid invader, the 
brutal bossman—cries out for succor. The regime of slavery, sharecropping, uncertain 
employment, peonage, imprisonment, and shattered family ties had raised up in the Mississippi 
male the feelings of the poor man under the boot heel of such ancient tyrannies. Big Daddy 
had replaced the implacable kings and emperors of the past. Echoes of the age-old Oriental 
style, somehow handed on by immigrants from African kingdoms to the Delta, provided these 
hard-pressed folks with the means to voice their despair. And this holler form particularly 
flowered in the hell pits of prison farms and chain gangs.81 
In his recent book Listening for Africa: Freedom, Modernity, and the Logic of Black Music’s African Origins, 
ethnomusicologist David F. García compellingly deconstructs the paradigms of thought behind such 
theories about African retentions in Black American music. While García emphasizes that “the 
 
78 Liner notes, Roots of the Blues. 
79 Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993). 
80 Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began, 258. 
81 Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began, 277. 
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connections between music and dance practices in Africa and the Americas were and continue to be 
real” and that these connections are of deep significance to many members of the African diaspora, 
he argues that for twentieth-century scholars these views came out of a “continued dependence on 
modernity’s notions of the modern city and Africa as epistemological axes...of human history and 
progress.” 82 Although García does not cover Lomax’s work, the passages from The Land where the Blues 
Began, characteristic of many of the folklorist’s other writings on the topic, do point to a broad 
conception of a romanticized, pre-modern “Africa” in which “Black Saharans [croon] to their 
groaning dromedaries.” Lomax’s conclusions reflect not only for his loose understanding of modern-
life in Africa, but also for his reading of the American prisons that incarcerated the men whose songs 
he recorded. By drawing a direct correlation between what he understood as the pre-modern 
landscapes of Africa and the spaces inhabited by the incarcerated men he documented, Lomax 
essentially positioned the prison along the epistemological axis described by García and, in his thought, 
it came to signify the opposite of the modern city and its “human history and progress.” While 
Lomax’s intentions in doing so were to highlight the incongruity of the horrors of incarceration in the 
U.S. South with the modern world, as we will see later in this chapter, this type of thinking has in turn 
produced an understanding among many of Lomax’s audiences of these prisons as relics of a distant 
past rather than spaces of modern horror that continue to exist and oppress in the present. 
The second conclusion of cantometrics, the notion that the way music sounds and is 
performed is a symptom of the social conditions in which it is created, is likewise strongly linked to 
Lomax’s prison research. Throughout his life, he wrote extensively about the ways in which social 
environment influences song style. Early on, both he and his father frequently cited the harsh 
environment of Southern prisons as one of the main conditions for the preservation of the type of 
 
82 Garcia, Listening for Africa, 4, 19. 
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folk songs found there. A 1939 interview of John Lomax published in the Hartford Courant, for 
example, highlights this idea quite clearly. The author of the article opens by characterizing an 
archetypical black laborer as the “singingest man there ever was,” and expressing a major concern: 
this “singingest man” was now “hushing his voice.”83 For reasons behind this quieting, the author of 
the article turns to a specialist, John Lomax. Lomax, at first, only amplifies the author’s worries: “Trials 
and tribulations, woe and grief only make [the black laborer’s] song louder—with more rhythm. But 
clanking machinery is too much for him, it drowns his voice.” As Lomax tells it, modernity and 
industrial life had largely erased Black work songs from the face of the Earth, a fact that he discovered 
when he searched for it “in vain” at the docks in New Orleans. Ultimately, however, Lomax found 
that “fortunately, one place is left where gang singing is practical and encouraged.” That place was the 
segregated, largely unindustrialized Southern prison. There, labor conditions allowed for the survival 
of work songs by creating a situation in which the laborer “enjoys swinging his muscles to the rhythm 
of a song. He has more fun and gets more work done.” In John Lomax’s view, therefore, it is only 
unindustrialized labor conditions that allow for such work songs to survive. A similar outlook on the 
purpose and reason for survival of work songs in penitentiaries is reflected, years later, by Alan in The 
Land where the Blues Began: 
The beat established by the song leader set a practical pace for the work in relation to the kind 
and size of the task, the weather, the capacities and feelings of the gang. The right tempo increased 
the flow of well-organized energy, lowered fatigue, and boosted morale by unifying the group and 
thus vastly increasing its productive output.84 
As was the case with Alan Lomax’s understanding of African remnants in Black American music, the 
assertions described above, although expressed in a romanticized and exoticizing manner are not 
entirely false. Many of the songs that prisoners sang for the Lomaxes do indeed fit the call and 
 
83 “Machinery Bad for Negro Songs,” Hartford Courant, July 23, 1939. 
84 Alan Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began. 
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response pattern of work songs and the recordings, which often feature the loud sounds of prisoners’ 
axes, attest to the fact that they were sung while at work. Further, many of the Lomaxes’ interlocutors 
did report that singing while working lifted their spirits, at least temporarily, and allowed them to work 
in unison. For instance, Heuston Earms, who was incarcerated at Parchman Farm in 1959 when Alan 
Lomax made his final visit there, told the folklorist that a good leader of work songs is somebody who 
is “interested in his work and also interested in the songs that he be singing, therefore that’ll make him 
hit with the song, and it seems like the time pass away lots more faster.”85 
Unsurprisingly, the types of thinking described above are embedded in the presentation of the 
prison recordings in the Global Jukebox. The site features eight recordings from penitentiaries in the 
American South.86 All eight are either work songs or field hollers performed by Black men, which is 
consistent with the Lomaxes’ characterization of Southern prisons as spaces whose social conditions 
encouraged such song styles. Among the eight prison recordings is “Early in the Mornin’,” a work 
song recorded at Parchman Farm in the winter of 1947. The performance features Benny Will 
Richardson, also known under his prison nickname “22.” He is accompanied by three other singers: 
Walter “Tangle Eye” Jackson, whom we encountered at the outset of this chapter Willy Lacey, known 
as “Hard Hat,” and a prisoner listed only by his prison nickname, “Little Red.” The song, performed 
while the four men were tasked with chopping down an oak tree, addresses the physical pain incurred 
by forced work: “Well it’s early in the morning, baby, when I rise, Lordy Mama…I have a misery in 
my right side.” This sentiment is expressed in a highly complex performance. At nearly five minutes 
in length, the song is remarkably long in contrast to Lomax’s other field recordings and, although the 
audible sound of the men’s axes is perfectly synchronized, Richardson’s voice falls in and out of 
 
85 “Heuston Earms Interview” in Parchman Farm: Photographs and Field Recordings, 1947–1959. 
86 The Global Jukebox,” accessed April 11, 2019, https://theglobaljukebox.org. 
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rhythm with the group multiple times over the course of each phrase, sometimes emphasizing his role 
as a leader and at other fading into the background. 
As is the case with all entries on the website, visitors are able to access not only the recording, 
but also its metadata and a replica of its cantometrics coding sheet (figure 4.3). Through this metadata, 
visitors can find out that the song is classed under the category of “African American Folk,” itself a 
subcategory of “African Peoples,” a category whose description on the website reads: 
Africans were brought as slaves to Mississippi even before it became a state in 1817. White 
planters controlled the richest land along the Mississippi River and the economy based on the 
export of cotton increased the need for slaves. After the Civil War, many freedmen migrated to 
the Mississippi Delta and bought land there. Most lost their land in the early 1900s due to 
segregation, financial crises and decline of cotton prices.87 
It is likely that the recording was among the ones selected for the website particularly because it 
convincingly supports the idea that musico-stylistic characteristics survived the migrational patterns 
like the one summarized in this description. On numerous prior occasions, Lomax had used “Early in 
the Mornin’” to showcase the idea of African retentions in Black American music. In 1957, in the liner 
notes to his earliest standalone LP publications of the prison songs he recorded, Lomax marveled over 
the complex rhythmic and textural qualities of the recording, concluding that “‘22’ and his group 
produced a polyphonic style that sounds remarkably African—an instance of the ever-fresh, self-
replenishing spirit of Africa at work in the New World.”88  
 
87 “The Global Jukebox,” accessed April 11, 2019, https://theglobaljukebox.org. 
88 Alan Lomax, liner notes to Historical Recordings from Parchman Farm 1947-48, Vol. 1: Murderous Home ([Tradition, 
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Figure 4.3 Metadata and cantometrics coding for “Early in the Mornin’” on the Global Jukebox 
However, while some of the ways in which this song is presented to visitors in the Global 
Jukebox do amplify Lomax’s earlier beliefs about prison music—that they attest to the survival of the 
work song under the specific labor conditions of the prison and that they speak to the African 
retentions in the music of Black American singers—the website also suggests a few new ways of 
thinking about Lomax’s prison materials. Prior to the publication of the Global Jukebox website in 
2017, audiences had, for the most part, only encountered the prison recordings made by the Lomaxes 
in the format of commercial recordings or printed songbooks. As such, the recordings were largely 
conceived of as attempts to introduce the public to the richness of folk music in the United States. 
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When Alan Lomax turned to the study of cantometrics in the 1950s and, later, when he tried to 
produce the Global Jukebox, his prison work was mostly behind him and, because the original Jukebox 
project was never fully realized during his lifetime, audiences rarely encountered his analyses of the 
prison recordings in this context. The appearance of performances like “Early in the Mornin’” on the 
website is therefore the first public and obvious representation of the fact that during his cantometrics 
years, Lomax came to conceive of the recordings he made not only as music to be performed and 
listened to, but also as objects of systematic analysis. In the Global Jukebox’s presentation of these 
songs, the cantometrics coding sheet (visible on the right side of figure 4.3) draws our attention to the 
fact that the cultural production of prisoners was used for the purposes of a project of comparative 
study, a type of study which is, at least in conceit, scientific. The use of prison recordings for such a 
study brings to mind the work of the philologist Wilhelm Doegen who, under the auspices of the 
Prussian Royal Phonographic Commission, recorded over 1500 speech samples and over 1000 songs 
by German prisoners of war between 1915 and 1918 and produced an archive known as the 
Lautarchiv, currently housed at the Humboldt University in Berlin.89 Doegen’s aims were to record 
sonic samples of voices in as many languages as possible for the purposes of systematic scientific study 
and these aims could be, until now, largely seen as separate from Lomax’s. The cantometrics approach 
to the prison recordings, made evident by the Global Jukebox’s presentation, however, brings to light 
similarities in their work. This makes evident the role of the Lomax prison recordings in a long history, 
in which incarcerated people have been subjects of scientific experiments behind bars.90 While I do 
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not mean to imply that the recordings made by either Doegen or Lomax were an instance of 
exploitation of prisoners’ bodies and labor in any way comparable to the physically and mentally 
harmful psychological and medical experiments that have been performed on incarcerated people, the 
use of prison music for scientific purposes, as exemplified by the website, nevertheless reminds visitors 
of the role that incarcerated people have played in the production of knowledge. It also raises further 
questions about who should benefit from this knowledge and, therefore, who should make decisions 
and garner profits from the use and publication of this music. 
All while being connected to the long history of scientific research involving incarcerated 
people, the website also offers alternative readings of the prison recordings by linking them with other 
types of music, thus prompting its users to think of new connections. In addition to accessing songs 
in the Global Jukebox through the wheel or map view addressed earlier, users also have the option of 
searching the database for specific genres in order to see a visual representation of their global musical 
presence. “Early in the Mornin’” is classified under the “work songs,” label but also, notably, under a 
category listed as “prison songs.” The category, however, is not exhausted by these eight recordings.  
Among the recordings classified under the “prison songs” label is “Another Man Done Gone” 
by Vera Hall who sang for John Lomax and fellow folklorist Ruby Pickens Tartt, not in a prison but 
in her home in Livingston, Alabama in 1940.91 In this song, rather than singing about the carceral 
experience from behind prison walls, Hall comments from the “outside” on a prison execution: 
“Another man done gone/from the county farm/another man done gone.” It is notable that this song 
is performed by a female singer who was not incarcerated and features a standard blues form largely 
 
91 Sarah Haley, No Mercy Here: Gender, Punishment, and the Making of Jim Crow Modernity (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2016), 240. 
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evocative of the music popular beyond the walls of the penitentiary.92 The Global Jukebox is not the 
first space in which the connections between Hall’s performance and music that originated in prison 
have been highlighted. In their 1947 collection, Folk Song U.S.A, the Lomaxes printed Hall’s song for 
the first time and gave it the following lead-in description: 
Like every underprivileged Negro in the South, Vera Hall knew all about the country farm and the state 
pen. She had heard about them from people who were close to her. Although Vera Hall was a 
peaceloving cook and washerwoman and the pillar of the choir in her Baptist church, she knew about 
these things and she knew, as well, a song from the prison, a song about escape.93 
The current incorporation of the song into the “prison song” category on the Global Jukebox serves 
as a destabilization for a wider audience both of the sonic expectations and of the associations they 
may hold with the identity of singers in the “prison song” genre. It also emphasizes the negative effects 
that the carceral system has had not only on people have been to prison, but on marginalized 
communities in general. 
While Hall’s performance still speaks to the imprisonment of Black men in the American South, 
there are selections in the Global Jukebox’s “prison song” category that contain perspectives from 
other locales. One of these selections, titled “Prisoner’s Song,” contains metadata but the recording 
cannot be accessed by visitors on the Global Jukebox, since the ACE does not currently have the 
permission of the members of the Cree Nation by whose ancestors the recording was made to use it 
on the Global Jukebox. The voice on the recording of “Prisoner’s Song” is that of William Burn Stick 
who was recorded by Kenneth Peacock. The track was later featured on Indian Music of The Canadian 
Plains, a 1955 Folkways album.94 Although the Global Jukebox gives little information about the song’s 
 
92 Hall’s performance can be heard on many published albums. It was first featured on Afro-American Blues and 
Game Songs (Archive of American Folk Song, 1942). 
93 Alan Lomax and John Lomax, Folk Song U.S.A.: The 111 Best American Ballads (New York: Duell, Sloane and 
Pierce, 1947), 376. 
94 Indian Music of The Canadian Plains, recorded and edited by Kenneth Peacock, LP (Folkways P464), 1955. 
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content, an online statement by Tyrone Tootoosis, Jr, a member of the Poundmaker Cree Nation 
describes its historical genesis: 
Our Elders said that in the fall of 1885 and just before our 8 Cree and Assiniboine Warriors 
were hanged at Fort Battleford, the prisoners sang a song. All the surrounding reserves were 
aware of what was going to happen on that fateful day. The Elders say that when it came time 
for each of them to say their last words, one sang a song, and the Elders say that the song was 
heard by the people in all the surrounding reserves. 
This was and still is Canada’s biggest mass hanging. This story was told by an Elder doing 
interviews for a book called Loyal Till Death. In an interview with another Elder, he talked 
about one of these 8 prisoners having a “gift” whereby, in the mornings, the guards would 
find him sitting outside his jail cell having a smoke. Time and again. By no great co-incidence, 
this story about the warrior being able to leave his cell anytime he wanted is also in the NWMP 
Archives. Anyway, I first heard this song a long time ago. Good and sad memories. And, when 
I lived in the city I used to visit and work with “Moshom” late Simon Kytwayhat and this is 
one of the songs he used to sing.95 
As Tootoosis’s statement points out, the “Prisoner’s Song” commemorates one of the biggest carceral 
injustices perpetrated by the Canadian government on an indigenous population. At Fort Battleford, 
eight men were hanged for their participation in the North-West rebellion, led by First Nations Cree 
and Assiniboine people against the government over mistreatment and land rights. 96 
The rest of the Global Jukebox’s “prison songs” category consists of four previously 
unpublished recordings made during the 1960s in prisons in the cities of Tulear and Ihosy, Madagascar 
by the American anthropologist Norma McLeod. Some of the songs bear many audible similarities to 
the ones collected by the Lomaxes in the American South. For instance, a track titled “Valive,” 
performed in a prison in Tulear by a group of Malagasy men whom McLeod’s notes do not identify 
by name, features a call and response structure and a quasi-polyphonic singing style similar to the one 
 
95 Cree Literacy Network, accessed February 3, 2021, https://creeliteracy.org/2019/10/09/cree-prisoners-
song-william-burn-stick-c-1966/ 
96 Ted McCoy, “Legal Ideology in the Aftermath of Rebellion: The Convicted First Nations Participants, 1885,” 
Histoire sociale 42.83 (May 2009): 175–201. 
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heard in “Early in the Mornin’.” However, other selections on the site are even more highly 
polyphonic and some even feature instruments.  
The inclusion of recordings from First Nations Canadian and Malagasy communities in the 
“prison song” category represents a new conceptualization of the genre, beyond what the music 
sounds like and when and where in the world it might have been recorded. What is highlighted, instead, 
is the similarity between conditions of incarceration in the U.S. and across the world, largely due to 
the international export of the prison in a colonial context. As a result, the focus of the genre of 
“prison song” is moved away from the mid-century prison of the U.S. South and into a global 
perspective. This is crucial because, although, in the U.S. academic context discussions of the prison 
tend to focus on the national politics that have influenced its many stages—from the early nineteenth 
century Northern models of the penitentiary through the later Southern prison farms to the present-
day reality of mass incarceration—scholars have often emphasized the necessity of engaging in a global 
conversation about of imprisonment and its effects. Angela Davis and Gina Dent, in particular, have 
brought scholarly and public attention to the necessity of thinking about “the appeal of the prison 
across time and space as the most influential paradigm for punishment over the past two centuries.” 
97 In their visits to prisons across the world, Davis and Dent found that “they are uncannily similar” 
and that they often feel like the same place, which brought their attention to the global (neo-)colonial 
and (neo-)imperialist structures that affect imprisoned people all across the world.98 Musicologist 
Lazarus Ekwueme has drawn more specific connections between music performed in prisons in Africa 
and the United States, by underlining that people across the world use music to cope with the 
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oppressive conditions of incarceration. 99 Ekwueme further suggests that the use of music to lighten 
the burden of incarceration across continents reflects not simply a universal response to oppression, 
but rather a historical fact: As he puts it, the prison is a colonial construct oppressing marginalized 
people across the world. The music produced in prisons across the world is therefore produced by 
the conditions of colonial oppression. Ekwueme writes: 
Prison songs are not limited, incidentally, to the United States. In Africa, with the advent of 
European colonization and the erection of prisons in the European style, the tradition of 
employing music to make work lighter has naturally been adopted also for the inmates in those 
prisons run by colonial administrators.100 
Although the concept of punishment was not new to African countries, the idea of imprisonment as 
retribution was created by colonial forces. Ekwueme’s idea therefore in some ways reverses Lomax’s 
observations about the manner in which music migrated. To Lomax the hardships of  
the kingdoms of Africa” were replicated on Western soil by slavery and then, later, by the prison and 
the music sung by men in U.S. prisons is evidence of this migration. Meanwhile, to Ekwueme, the 
songs in African prisons were created by the transportation of Western conditions of oppression to 
Africa. Although Ekwueme’s conclusion is not explicitly presented in Lomax’s published or archival 
materials, the notion of the prison as a globally oppressive and colonizing force is suggested to visitors 
of the Global Jukebox in the present. 
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Repatriation and Return in Two Southern States (Part 1: Mississippi) 
Having considered the meanings of the Lomax prison recordings in the context of a global platform, 
let us now turn to an analysis of local uses of some of these recordings in two specific states where 
they were first made: Mississippi and Louisiana. As we will see, just like with the Global Jukebox, these 
uses both replicate ways of thinking inherent in the Lomax project from its very beginning and give 
rise to new meanings, motivated by present-day conditions. 
In 2018, I spoke with Nathan Salsburg, the curator of the Alan Lomax Archive at the 
Association for Cultural Equity and he shared with me that the ACE has, in the past, attempted to 
interest the administration of the Mississippi State Penitentiary at Parchman Farm in the recordings 
that were made there.101 The prison, however, had rejected such attempts up to that point. This was 
hardly surprising: The boundaries between Mississippi prisons and the rest of the world are 
notoriously impermeable. Most items brought in from “the outside” are labeled as contraband and 
confiscated.102 This bureaucratic stopgap, however, has not prevented the ACE from attempting to 
engage in the practice of returning Lomax’s Parchman Farm recordings to local communities in 
Mississippi. Along with Lomax’s recordings of Muddy Waters and material collected in Coahoma 
County in the early 1940s, digital versions of these recordings have been deposited at the Delta Center 
 
101 Nathan Salsburg, telephone conversation with author, September 6, 2018. 
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reported that while teaching classes on the blues at the Mississippi State Penitentiary, he attempted to show his 
students a commercial recording of music recorded by Alan Lomax in the prison. However, during the same 
conversation, he also told me that was unable to do so, because the recording was considered contraband by 
prison authorities. 
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for Culture and Learning at Delta State University in Cleveland, MS. Founded in 2000, the Center has 
been actively involved in in managing the legacy of folk and blues music in the region.103 It serves as 
the “management entity” for the Mississippi Delta National Heritage Area—a federally designated 
heritage site that endeavors to “foster preservation, perpetuation and celebration of the Mississippi 
Delta’s heritage through collaboration and sustainable economic development.”104 The Delta Center 
also directs the International Delta Blues Project, which consists of an annual conference, a Blues 
study program, and “a Blues Leadership Incubator promoting economic development and 
entrepreneurship related to Blues tourism and the creative economy.”105 Finally, the Center also hosts 
“The Most Southern Place on Earth,” an National Endowment for the Humanities workshop about 
Mississippi and its culture targeted at K-12 educators from all across the United States.106 These 
endeavors suggest two interrelated goals for the Delta Center: (1) revitalizing cultural life in Mississippi 
by preserving the state’s heritage and sharing it with its residents, and (2) creating opportunities for 
economic and cultural growth by inviting visitors to come to Mississippi and learn about its rich 
heritage.107 
The repatriation of the Lomax prison recordings to a center at a local public university relies on 
an understanding of these recordings as part of the regional heritage of the Delta and as something 
that can therefore help revitalize the cultural life of Mississippi residents and bring visitors to the state. 
 
103 “History – The Delta Center,” accessed February 22, 2019, http://deltacenterdsu.com/history. 
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107 The work of the Delta Center, along with other tourism-related initiatives in Mississippi, parallels the rise 
of prison tourism in the South, discussed in the following section. 
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The understanding of this music as being part of the heritage of the Delta and, particularly, the heritage 
of its working-class Black residents is consistent with ways in which the Lomaxes wrote about it 
throughout their careers. In The Land where the Blues Began, for instance, Alan Lomax paints the musical 
creativity he encountered in the region as a response to the conditions of the Delta, where “the 
experience of Southern working-class blacks…was in some ways more bitter than slavery itself” and 
where the working class had nevertheless developed “a dynamic culture that constantly enriched their 
surroundings” and “had transformed every situation, every aspect of their environment—dance, 
orchestration, religion, work, speech—making them over in their own image.”108 And the prisons in 
this region—chief among them the notoriously harsh Parchman Farm—were frequently positioned 
in the Lomaxes’ work as central spaces in which conditions “more bitter than slavery itself” produced 
this “dynamic culture that constantly enriched.” 
The idea that the prison was a site central to the legacy of Southern folk and blues music has 
been taken up not only by folklorists visiting the region and scholars writing on the blues but also by 
institutions involved in the Delta’s heritage system. To take one example: Parchman Farm is featured 
as one of the sites along the Mississippi Blues Trail, a series of interpretive markers in locations that 
the trail’s founding organization, the Mississippi Blues Commission has identified as important to the 
formation and history of blues.109 The trail invites visitors to take an “unforgettable journey into the 
land that spawned the single most important root source of modern popular music,” and thus to 
undertake a pilgrimage that in many ways retraces the steps of twentieth-century folklorists like the 
 
108 Lomax, The Land where the Blues Began, xiii, xv. 
109 The Mississippi Blues Trail,” accessed February 20, 2019, http://msbluestrail.org. 
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Lomaxes.110 As part of this pilgrimage, tourists are taken to a marker directly across the road from 
Parchman Farm. It reads: 
The Mississippi State Penitentiary at Parchman has inspired many songs, including ‘Parchman 
Farm Blues’ by singer-guitarist booker ‘Bukka’ White, who was once an inmate here, and 
‘Parchman Farm’ by jazz singer-pianist Mose Allison. Folklorists from the Library of Congress 
and other institutions also came to Parchman beginning in the 1930s to document the pre-blues 
musical forms of field hollers and work songs, which survived here due to the prison’s relative 
isolation from modern cultural influences.111 
The marker’s text echoes the conceptions behind the Lomax project of the prison as an important site 
in which the region’s music was archived and retained, as well as a site that has inspired cultural 
creativity from Delta residents more broadly. At the same time, no mention is made of the racial power 
dynamics at Parchman and neither the oppressive conditions in which the men who sang for the 
Lomaxes lived, nor the ones that continue to exist at the prison in the present day are addressed. 
Parchman Farm also has an entry on the Mississippi Blues Trail website where, in the absence of the 
spatial constraints of the physical marker, a little more detail is given about past injustices.112 The entry 
acknowledges that “for decades the prison operated essentially as a for-profit cotton plantation” and 
that “harsh working and living conditions made ‘Parchman Farm’ notorious.” Ultimately, however, 
the conclusion is that “the state was later able to improve Parchman’s image by implementing prison 
reforms.” This statement is not strictly untrue: In 1971 a class-action suit by Parchman prisoners was 
brought to federal court over such an inordinate amount of inhumane practices and conditions that 
the judge termed the prison “an affront to modern standards of decency” and ruled that immediate 
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changes must be implemented.113 However, in 1998 two ACLU-affiliated lawyers visited Parchman to 
investigate a series of complaints. They found that, although “big changes resulted from the 
decree…and from subsequent enforcement activities over the years,” the situation at Parchman had 
regressed and “horrific conditions again prevailed in many parts of the prison.”114 Their report and 
actions resulted in a number of positive changes in the early 2000s but, yet again, the conditions at 
Parchman have regressed in recent years. In early 2020, phone videos began surfacing online of 
violence and inhumane conditions, including the presence of mold and the use of expired food.115 
Around the same time, reports that nine prisoners had died of homicide, suicide and other non-natural 
causes in the span of one month raised alarms for prison advocates about the conditions at the 
prison.116 
The erasure of the horrid present-day conditions at Parchman in the marker, although jarring 
in light of these reports, is nevertheless consistent with the Mississippi Blues Trail’s role in the larger 
system of Southern blues tourism. Since the 1990s, the Delta has sought to revitalize its economy by 
capitalizing on an increased interest in historical sites of the blues. While such enterprises have 
contributed vital funds to the region, institutions of blues tourism came under criticism as early as 
1998, when Jeff Todd Titon wrote about their perpetuation of the primitivizing and exoticizing 
mythology of blues authenticity.117 More recently, such criticisms have been extended by Stephen A. 
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King, who has pointed out that blues tourism officials, who are often white, sometimes use 
expressions of public memory “to highlight, exaggerate, and deny the region’s history and heritage” 
and consequently “privilege a memory of denial.”118 And, although he did not opine on the structures 
of blues tourism, which were still only present in nascent form during his lifetime, Alan Lomax also 
encountered and recognized that Black citizens of the Delta frequently found themselves unable to 
honestly comment on the racial injustices they experienced when speaking to outsiders visiting the 
region. He found that “the further the recording session was from the Delta, the more openly [Black 
informants] spoke about their lives.”119 Lomax’s observation highlights the specific issues of racism 
and racial repression he encountered in the Delta during his fieldwork, but also points to a larger issue: 
The fact that expressions of injustice experienced in any specific space (be it a nation, a state, or a 
prison) tend to be silenced and smoothed over, either willfully or by force, in communications with 
outsiders.  
In this fraught cultural context, the repatriation of music recorded at Parchman Farm to the 
Delta Center for Culture and Learning presents both promises and quandaries. The return of the 
recordings to the Delta extends the ownership and profit of materials collected in the region beyond 
the centralized archives they have inhabited for most of their existence. The project can thus be read 
as an important act of restitution to Delta residents for their cultural and commercial contributions to 
the Lomax project. Still, as we have seen, this act of reclamation and restitution faces a number of 
challenges: The closed nature of the Mississippi prison system leaves few options for putting the 
Lomax prison recordings in direct conversation with present-day realities of incarceration. Further, 
the understanding of this music as part of the regional heritage of the Delta emerges from a network 
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of ideas about the role of the prison in blues and folk history. These ideas are largely reliant on the 
founding logics of the Lomax prison project. Still, their perpetuation by heritage and tourism 
institutions in the region, necessitates critical examination if the promises of the ethical use and 
reclamation of the Lomax prison recordings in the region are to be fulfilled. 
Repatriation and Return in Two Southern States (Part 2: Louisiana) 
Let us now turn to Louisiana, where the repatriation of the Lomax prison materials has, just as in 
Mississippi, faced a bureaucratic stopgap. In the case of Louisiana, however, this has been caused not 
by a closed-off prison system, but by the reality of archival practices and funding. The only digitized 
Lomax recordings from the region are those by Lead Belly and these are managed by his own estate.120 
The rest of the materials are still awaiting processing and are thus not ready to be repatriated. 
Nevertheless, even if there have been no direct repatriation initiatives in the region, the presence of 
published material by the Lomaxes, as well as the existence of archival collections by folklorists such 
as Harry Oster who followed in their footsteps, has facilitated local projects that use and present the 
music the Lomaxes recorded in Louisiana prisons as objects of heritage.121 As in Mississippi, the shape 
that such projects has taken has been affected by the modern reality of incarceration in the state, all 
while simultaneously being based on a particular logic enshrined in the Lomax project from its 
beginnings. 
Despite being the state that incarcerates the most people per capita in the country and despite 
currently being involved in a number of lawsuits with the American Civil Liberties Union over prisoner 
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mistreatment, the carceral system in Louisiana presents itself as being open to the public.122 The 
Louisiana State Penitentiary, better known under its nickname, “Angola,” has allowed documentaries 
to be filmed on location.123 The prison also regularly puts on events for the public, including an annual 
rodeo, and has a museum dedicated to the institution’s history on its grounds.124 In 2001 and 2016, 
the museum hosted exhibits titled “Angola Bound” and “Angola Bound Revisited,” respectively. The 
exhibits focused on the prison’s musical past and were accompanied by symposia featuring talks by 
scholars and curators, as well as performances by bands from the Louisiana State Penitentiary and 
from nearby institutions.125 These events, despite not strictly being part of a repatriation initiative, can 
serve as an example of the mobilization of musical material recorded behind bars as a heritage object 
at its very site of origin. As such, I read them as being part of the larger practice of returning heritage 
materials to their sites of origin.  
While the repatriation project in Mississippi, which I discussed in the previous section, in many 
ways relies on the Lomaxes’ early reading of the prison as a musical archive for the wider heritage of 
the Delta, events at the Louisiana State Penitentiary focus specifically on the musical heritage of 
Angola as a prison. This reading of recordings as objects of a prison’s own heritage is made possible 
by the openness of the Louisiana prison system, but, just as in Mississippi, it also extends ideas 
embedded in the Lomax project. Although the original impetus behind the Lomaxes’ work may have 
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positioned the prison as a musical archive for the region’s musical heritage, later uses of the materials 
they collected did not shy away from capitalizing on public interest in and curiosity about life in prison 
more specifically. For an example, we can turn to an early review of the first album fully comprised of 
prison songs recorded by the Lomaxes, published by Tradition Records in 1957. In it, Robert Shelton, 
the music critic for the New York Times opines: 
There is no telling where those zealous men who pursue American folk music are going to turn 
up next with their recording equipment. In their search for new songs by old voices or old songs 
by new voices they may seek material in a country cabin, a cabbage patch, a prison camp or a 
concert hall. A handful of outstanding group records that have come this way during the last 
year have been recorded in some out-of-the-way places. Take for example, a prison. Two 
companies have issued recordings of [African American] prison songs from the South that have 
caught the sounds and essence of a life so distant from the urban North as to make one doubt 
at moments if the singers and listeners are living in the same country.126 
Shelton’s writing evinces an understanding of the Southern prison both as a space foreign to his 
readers (and, consequently, to many of the listeners of the recordings) in “the urban North” and as a 
site that is as unusual for musical production as a cabbage patch would be. 
The appeal of the prison for promotion can likewise be easily gleaned from the covers of record 
collections of the prison music from the Lomax archive since its earliest publication in 1957 into the 
present day. The two covers presented in figure 4.4 show prisoners in the midst of labor, the hammers 
that rhythmically punctuate many of the recordings plainly visible. Meanwhile, the example in figure 
4.5, taken from a 2015 release, hints at the audience’s position as voyeurs into prison life in its use of 
text to suggest the bars of a prison cell. The imagery of these covers suggests that the recordings aim 
themselves at an audience that does not simply interest itself in prison music as part of the musical 
heritage of the South, but is rather attracted to it as reflective of prison culture, as an object that allows 
for an aural glimpse into life behind bars.  
 
126 Robert Shelton, “Southern Folk Songs from Prison: Convicts Singing at Work Are Heard in New 




Figure 4.4: Covers of Prison Songs: Historical Recordings from Parchman Farm 1947-48 and Jailhouse 
Bound: John Lomax’s First Southern Prison Recordings, 1933 
 
 
Figure 4.5: Front and back jacket of Parchman Farm: Photographs and Field Recordings, 1947–
1959127 
This positioning of the recordings as objects of that speak to the heritage of the prison, 
combined with the openness of the carceral system in Louisiana has created possibilities for the use 
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of archival recordings of prison music within the context of the modern-day penitentiary. Further, 
writing by men who have been incarcerated at Angola suggests that at least some of them understand 
this music to be part their heritage by virtue of having passed through the same space in which they 
are currently imprisoned. Among them is Walter Rideau, who was incarcerated in Angola for nearly 
forty years and wrote for the prison’s well-known newspaper, The Angolite. In his memoir, In the Place 
of Justice: A Story of Punishment and Deliverance, Rideau details the way his perceptions of prison life 
changed after finding out more about Angola and its history. When he first arrived at the prison, he 
conceived of it as “a purgatory where criminals were warehoused and punished before being returned 
to society.” Gradually, he began to see that the prison was “a world upon itself” with “its own heroes, 
like Leadbelly.” While Rideau still understood, not least through his own experiences, that at Angola 
“there was certainly human wreckage—tortured souls and destroyed lives,” he also came to 
understand it as a place where people “labored and fought to create meaningful lives in an abnormal 
place, and to find purpose and a measure of satisfaction in a human wasteland.” 128 All while rebuking 
the oppressive forces that created the “human wreckage” at Angola, Rideau’s writing suggests that he 
took pride in being part of a long history of men, Lead Belly along them, who “labored and fought to 
create meaningful lives.”  
The importance of musical history and memory at Angola is also underlined by a number of 
writers in The Angolite itself. A 1982 article about Lead Belly appeared under the rubric “Our Criminal 
Past,” suggesting a link between the people incarcerated at Angola in 1982 and Lead Belly’s presence 
at the prison in the 1930s.129 A more explicit celebration of Angola’s musical past is featured in a 
review of the first edition of the “Angola Bound” conference and exhibit in 2001. Lane Nelson, the 
 
128 Walter Rideau, In the Place of Justice: A Story of Punishment and Deliverance (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), 
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129 Anonymous, “Our Criminal Past – The Legend of Leadbelly,” The Angolite (Jan./Feb. 1982): 67-74.  
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review’s author, informed his readers that “Angola’s musical tradition is rich, reaching near and far,” 
that “Angola, an 18,000-acre plantation prison, has always been alive with music” and, finally, that the 
symposium was meant “to honor Angola’s musical heritage.”130 Taken together, these writings by men 
incarcerated at Angola suggest that at least some of them understood the music performed in the 
prison to not simply be an object of national or regional importance, but also part of their own history 
and lineage. 
Nevertheless, like in Mississippi, quandaries for the equitable use of the recordings in this 
context remain. Among them is the very idea of cooperating with a prison in which injustice, racism, 
and oppression still persist. While prison bands and formerly incarcerated musicians may be able to 
participate in and write about events like the “Angola Bound” symposium, these activities are carried 
out under the surveillance of prison officials.  
The degree of censorship in forms of official communication from the prison has been 
addressed in the work of men who were previously incarcerated at Angola, Walter Rideau among 
them. In his memoir, Rideau writes that, after a series of hard-won disputes with prison officials, in 
the 1970s and 1980s, the Angolite became a rare example of an uncensored prison newspaper: a space 
in which incarcerated people could be open and truthful about the problems with the carceral system 
in general and Angola in particular. Everything changed, however, when the prison was assigned a 
new warden, Burl Cain, in 1995. Cain frequently spoke about wanting to open up the prison to the 
public and to grant outsiders access its grounds and to publicize the real thoughts and experiences of 
the people incarcerated at Angola. To Rideau, however, this was all rhetoric. He recounts a visit to 
Angola during which the crew of The Charlie Rose Show came to make an hour-long special about the 
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prison. Cynthia McFadden, the journalist who interviewed Rideau, “touted Cain’s openness and the 
access accorded ABC-TV.” She had, however, been misinformed. As Rideau tells it: 
Less than two weeks before The Charlie Rose Show, Cain had punished inmate boxer Donald 
Vallier for his ‘openness’ in innocent comments to the New Orleans Times-Picayune about 
homosexuality and drugs at Angola by putting him in chains and transferring him across the 
state to another prison. Cain’s openness and media access were calculated and orchestrated 
for his own purposes.131 
Similar questions about the illusion of openness at Angola also arose in 2017, when two objects 
from the prison—a guard tower dating from around the 1930s or 1940s and a jail cell from the 
1960s—were transferred to the National Museum of African American History and Culture 
(NMAAHC) in Washington, DC. In an article about the acquisition, curator Paul Gardullo writes that, 
on one hand, “the prison’s donation of structures to the NMAAHC has allowed [curators] to tell a 
story never before told in a national museum.” At the same time, however, he questions the degree to 
which the rhetoric of openness at Angola can serve to mask silences. Gardullo writes; 
The prison’s tentative strides toward preserving and displaying its past have been clouded by 
marketing that sensationalizes and encourages dark tourism, ignoring or censoring 
connections to present conditions. Angola does also have a prison museum—one that 
operates under the aegis of the Board of Corrections of the State of Louisiana and is currently 
seeking accreditation from the American Alliance of Museums. In order to provide more 
truthful, scholarly, and accurate accounts of the continuum between slavery and 
incarceration—or even to recount the histories of prisons—it can at times be necessary to 
either remove items from their contexts and environments or push for better preservation and 
interpretation in situ.132  
The two Angola-sourced objects at the NMAAHC travelled in a direction opposite from the 
one that Lomax prison recordings would traverse were they to be repatriated: from their sites of origin, 
to a centralized institution in a major U.S. city. However, the issues that Gardullo points to in his 
article suggest the degree to which the stewardship of cultural heritage is a particularly complicated 
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matter when it comes to objects produced in conditions of incarceration. While putting the recordings 
into use at Angola would be an act of reclamation, it could also raise further questions: What sorts of 
stories would the recordings be used to tell? What sorts of silences about the present-day reality of 
prison life would they encourage? And, finally, whom would this act of repatriation serve: The 
memories of people whose voices are on the recordings? The people incarcerated at Angola in the 
present? Or officials and management at Angola and the carceral state more broadly? 
Conclusion 
This chapter has examined present-day uses of the Lomax prison recordings for the construction of 
heritage in an open-access globally available database, as well as in two local sites: one in Mississippi 
and the other in Louisiana. In all cases, the conception of these recordings as objects of heritage is 
partially motivated by present-day realities. The Global Jukebox is an effect of a late-twentieth century 
conception, which still motivates archival practices: the idea that heritage should be able to freely 
circulate online and that belongs equally to all people across the world. The repatriation initiatives 
discussed in the last part of the chapter are also affected by the conditions of the present. In 
Mississippi, the reclamation of the recordings is affected both by a carceral system closed-off to public 
involvement and by an increasingly important regional heritage and tourism industry. In Louisiana, 
the lack of digitization of archival material has prevented repatriation projects for the time being, but 
published recordings and loaned archival materials are being integrated into projects embedded by a 
prison system that is open to the public, but in which oppression still persists. 
All while being motivated by these present-day concerns, these uses of the Lomax prison songs 
rely on logics embedded in the assemblage and dissemination of the Lomax archive in the years since 
its inception. The Global Jukebox exemplifies Lomax’s understanding of the music he and his father 
recorded in prisons as evidence of larger migrational patterns and as an object of scientific study. In 
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Mississippi, reclamation projects draw on the positioning of the prison as an archive for regional 
musical heritage, while in Louisiana the music is read as part of prison history and trades on public 
interest in narratives about incarceration. 
In the years since 1933, when the Lomaxes first recorded in prisons, the public’s encounters 
with this music have been enabled not only by the inmates whose voices appear on the recordings and 
by the Lomaxes, but also by a variety of institutional agents—public research facilities including the 
Library of Congress and a variety of commercial record and book publishers. This has turned them 
into objects that are simultaneously documents of archival heritage and commercial products. The 
case studies discussed in this chapter suggest that to the list of stakeholders we can now add newer 
ones—non-profits such as the Association for Cultural Equity, as well organizations linked to a larger 
network of tourism and heritage, such as the Delta Center for Culture and Learning and the Angola 
Prison Museum. While participating in the wider circulation and return of the musical production of 
incarcerated people to communities with a direct connection to it, these new stakeholders both 
respond to and shape understandings of the American carceral system and of prison ethnography, 
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